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Chapter One: Reading and Writing the Myth of Frank O’Hara 
 
1.1 Mythmaking as a Collective Social Act: The Embodied Icon 
 
Frank O’Hara’s influence, even more than sixty years after his most well-known poems 
were written, still prevails. Traces of this influence can be found in the work of his peers; in 
many of the second-generation New York School poets; in James Tate and Alice Notley; and in 
a whole cast of younger writers, poets and artists who have responded to O’Hara’s work, 
initiated intertextual dialogues with his poetry, or appropriated the ‘O’Hara brand.’ The famous 
myth of O’Hara on the phone has continued to gain momentum; for example, in Anne 
Waldman’s poem, ‘A Phonecall From Frank O’Hara’; Rachel Tourmino’s poem, ‘Being on the 
Phone with You (after Frank O’Hara)’; and in Andrew Hamilton’s blues piece, ‘Frank O’Hara on 
the Phone.’1 In this sense, even after his death O’Hara is the site for renewed textual fecundity. 
Similarly, in the numerous acts of elegy that have proliferated posthumously we see his presence 
continually insisted upon in various ways. In Jasper Johns’ Memory Piece (Frank O’Hara), the artist 
elegises O’Hara by expressly making the poet’s lost body the site of its aesthetics of self. This 
sculpture consists of a box containing three drawers of sand. The sand was gathered from Edisto 
Beach, South Carolina, where Johns had a studio and where O’Hara had visited him in the 
summer of ’61. On the inside of the lid of the box lies a cast of O’Hara’s left foot, captured in 
rubber from an impression of the poet’s foot in the sand of the beach. When the lid is closed, 
the rubber cast of O’Hara’s foot presses into the sand of the top drawer, leaving a footprint – 
                                                     
1 Anne Waldman, ‘A Phonecall from Frank O’Hara,’ in Invention (New York: Kulcher Foundation, 1985), 
35; Rachel Tourmino, ‘Being on the Phone with You (after Frank O’Hara),’ Voicemail Poems, 4 October 
2016, http://voicemailpoems.org/post/151337553594/being-on-the-phone-with-you-after-frank; 
Andrew Hamilton, ‘Frank O’Hara on the Phone’ (2003), 
https://myspace.com/andyfrankhamilton/music/song/-frank-o-hara-on-the-phone-piece-86966250-
96437732.  
 9 
O’Hara’s footprint.2 Unsettlingly, the art piece insists on the literal trace of O’Hara’s body being 
present in the world, despite his stark absence from it. In some ways, it is a fitting analogy for the 
O’Hara phenomenon. 
 
Figure 1. Jasper Johns, Memory Piece (Frank O’Hara),  
1961-70. 
 
O’Hara is also increasingly taught in poetic curricula in America and abroad, where his 
work has gained increasing readership and academic interest. As Marjorie Perloff points out, the 
editor of O’Hara’s Selected Poems is not American, but the British poet-critic Mark Ford, a 
professor at University College in London.3 The influence of O’Hara’s poetry has also percolated 
across the Pacific, with the Australian poets John Forbes and John Tranter citing O’Hara as a 
significant influence. In the seventies, for example, Forbes began an Honours thesis on O’Hara’s 
                                                     
2 Jasper Johns, Memory Piece (Frank O’Hara), 1961-70, wood, lead, brass, rubber, sand and sculpt-metal, 
collection of the artist.  
3 Marjorie Perloff, ‘“The Ecstasy of Always Bursting Forth!”: Rereading Frank O'Hara,’ Lana Turner 1 
(Fall 2008): 194-206. 
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poetry at Melbourne University (which, unfortunately, was never submitted). More unexpectedly, 
O’Hara has also been embraced by a younger generation of audiences who do not necessarily 
read him in context or know much about him. A search of ‘Frank O’Hara’ on YouTube yields a 
copious number of videos featuring the poet’s work, or referencing him. For example, there are 
four short visual performances of his poem ‘Song (Is it Dirty),’ created by Joseph Fusco; each 
features a different reader (Fusco himself, Dylan Chalfy and Janet Shaw) and is set to music and 
imagery that captures a distinctly different mood, yet all are inimitably ‘O’Hara-esque’ in style 
and signature. It features videography of New York scenes set to different music, and the video 
is captioned as a ‘love letter to New York,’ based on the poetry of Frank O’Hara.4 As a further 
example of the purchase that O’Hara has gained in recent times, the American television series 
Mad Men used O’Hara’s poem ‘Mayakovsky’ in one of its episodes, demonstrating the far reach 
of O’Hara as a symbolic icon.5 In 2009, the British author Zadie Smith gave a lecture on Barack 
Obama and cultural multiplicity, in which she worked in the famous O’Hara passage from ‘In 
Memory of My Feelings,’ beginning ‘I am a Hittite in love with a horse.’6 Most recently, the 
independent band, Chelsea Light Moving, wrote and recorded a song in 2012 titled ‘Frank 
O’Hara Hit,’ and the music video features visual snippets of O’Hara reading his poetry aloud.7  
 
                                                     
4 Joseph Fusco, ‘Song (is it dirty),’ recited by Joseph Fusco, music by Johannes Brahms (fuscofilm, 2010), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VOHJGNFB24w; Joseph Fusco, ‘Song 3 – Times Square,’ recited 
by Dylan Chalfy (fuscofilm, 2010), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nfjL5LdEAWk; Joseph Fusco, 
‘Song Five,’ recited by Janet Ward, music by Erik Satie (fuscofilm 2010), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UWi8B2EdCLw;  Joseph Fusco, ‘(Harlem) Song,’ composed and 
performed by Reggie Bennett (fuscofilm 2010), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fD1VWos6cro; all 
accessed 23 May 2010. 
5 The protagonist Don Draper reads aloud from O’Hara’s poem ‘Mayakovsky’ during a pivotal scene in 
the first episode of Mad Men’s second season. Mad Men, season 2, episode 1, ‘For Those Who Think 
Young,’ directed by Tim Hunter, aired 27 July 2008, AMC. 
6 Zadie Smith, ‘Speaking in Tongues,’ New York Review of Books, 26 February 2009, accessed 23 May 2017, 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2009/02/26/speaking-in-tongues-2/. 
7 Chelsea Light Moving, “Frank O’Hara Hit” (July 2012), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NkrQ6SD3i0w, accessed 23 May 23 2017. 
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Thus Lytle Shaw picks up on a significant dynamic in O’Hara’s reception when he 
ponders: 
 
If O’Hara’s work resisted characterization as the kind of literary masterpiece that 
is understood to drive the engines of literary production in arenas like the Norton 
Anthology of Poetry, and yet O’Hara was consumed and somehow reproduced by a 
broad and significant range of poets, what then, were the terms of this 
transmission?8 
 
Shaw’s question, which relates to O’Hara’s marked influence on later poets such as Ted Berrigan, 
can likewise be asked of today’s culture, and has ultimately come to underpin my thesis: how, 
and why, has O’Hara been consumed and ‘reproduced,’ even beyond his milieu? How has the 
curator and flâneur himself been curated and watched? What are the terms of his accumulation of 
cultural capital? What exactly is the mythology of Frank O’Hara, and how did it come about? 
And, most importantly, why is it that ‘Frank O’Hara’ has come to represent more than just the 
person of the poet, but rather – a ‘climate’ of poetry, a genre in itself, an icon?  
 
These questions have perhaps begun to gesture toward their own answers, when we 
consider words like ‘mythology’ and ‘climate of poetry.’ In many of the narratives surrounding 
O’Hara, he is described in terms derived from the same hagiographic lexicon, ostensibly 
suggesting that there is something ineffable about the iconicity of O’Hara which far exceeds the 
innovation of his poetry or the subjectivity of his person. The O’Hara effect, it seems, was 
spellbinding, both in life and in death. His close friend, the poet John Ashbery, writes in an essay 
reminiscing about O’Hara: 
 
New York discovered him and his radiant magnetism almost as soon as he 
moved there. Everybody wanted to be friends with him, so that it was difficult to 
get a private audience. If one made a date for dinner with him there would 
                                                     
8 Lytle Shaw, Frank O'Hara: The Poetics of Coterie (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2006), 38. 
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usually be six or seven other close friends along, all secretly resentful of each 
other’s being there.9 
 
This ‘radiant magnetism’ also seemed to assert its pull on the New York artists of O’Hara’s time, 
who often sought to paint portraits of O’Hara. In the fall of 1999, the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Los Angeles organized an exhibition of postwar American art focused 
around the influence of O’Hara. The Museum also produced a commemorative volume, In 
Memory of My Feelings: Frank O’Hara and American Art, an impressive collection of representations 
of O’Hara that had been sculpted, painted or photographed by many notable artists of his time.10 
For a poet most well-known for his perambulatory observations (like his popular mini anthology 
Lunch Poems) and his aesthetic of movement and flux, there were enough portraits captured to fill 
a sizable book and exhibition.  
 
Ironically, then, although O’Hara’s own theory of selfhood is ostensibly one of dispersal 
and mobility, those widely dispersed signs of himself are ultimately gathered, bound into books 
and shelved. Those books are in turn read, his poems studied and commented on, and his self 
and career made the subject of yet more books to be bound, studied and shelved. Indeed, when 
Joe LeSueur and Bill Berkson contacted people for memoirs and pieces of writing about O’Hara 
for their Homage to Frank O’Hara; they received an overwhelmingly positive response, garnering 
enough material to fill two or three books. What they found constantly astounding, they write in 
their editor’s note, was 
 
… the realization of how much interesting and previously uncollected material 
exists that properly belongs here, in this book, with Frank O’Hara as its unifying 
figure, or force: How central he remains in how many lives, how many new poets 
keep appearing to acknowledge how open and powerful and inspiring his poetry 
really is, how right Edwin Denby was when (at Frank’s funeral) he said that 
                                                     
9 John Ashbery, ‘A Reminiscence,’ in Homage to Frank O’Hara, ed. Bill Berkson and Joe LeSueur (Berkeley, 
CA: Big Sky, 1978), 21. 
10Russell Ferguson, In Memory of My Feelings: Frank O’Hara and American Art (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1999). 
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Frank’s reputation would keep on growing, how expressively photogenic he was 
and (like Picasso!) how glamorous, how many different words could be used to 
describe him accurately.11  
 
What is striking about Berkson and LeSueur’s comment, as well as Ashbery’s recollection, is the 
way in which these descriptions of O’Hara seem to converge with the sentiments expressed by 
the American music composer Morton Feldman and many others, who attest to experiencing 
him as an electrifying presence that ‘seems to grow larger and larger as he moves away in time.’ 
For his contribution to the Homage, Feldman penned a poignant piece, which begins, 
interestingly, with a story about his brother, who once asked the composer George Gershwin for 
an autograph. He then links this anecdote to the aura surrounding Frank O’Hara: 
 
As a very young man, my brother once approached George Gerhswin at 
Lewisham Stadium, and asked for his autograph. He could never explain to me 
what it was that had made that brief contact so unforgettable. What he did 
communicate was his sense of extraordinary luck to have had that once moment 
of Gershwin’s presence. 
 
That’s a little of the way I think of Frank O’Hara. Not in terms of artistic insight 
or of personal reminiscence, but just in terms of that all-pervasive presence that 
seems to grow larger and larger as he moves away in time. 
 
Trying to write about this is like trying to write about F.D.R. What memoir can 
have the impact of that room in Hyde Park where his cape is still hanging? What 
revelation can equal that hat, that photograph, that profile?’12  
 
My thesis takes as its genesis this ‘all-pervasive presence’ of Frank O’Hara, implicating an 
examination of what I identify as the ‘Frank O’Hara phenomenon,’ the way in which O’Hara – 
not only his poetry, but his image, his body and his biography – is seized upon by the culture of 
both his own milieu and today’s culture. I am interested in the way O’Hara, New York City poet 
and curator at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, is himself curated, commodified and 
consumed; and ultimately, how he negotiates this co-option into the annals of literary history.  
                                                     
11 Bill Berkson and Joe LeSueur, editor’s note in Homage to Frank O’Hara, 5. 
12 Morton Feldman, ‘Lost Times and Future Hopes,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O'Hara, 
12. 
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Within this framework, I attend to O’Hara as a ‘bio-icon,’ borrowing from Bishnupriya 
Ghosh’s coinage of the term in her book Global Icons: Apertures to the Popular.13 In examining how 
O’Hara has become a widely-circulating icon of exceptional symbolic density, the term ‘bio-icon’ 
is particularly germane. It encapsulates both the bio element (the ‘life-story’ of O’Hara, a poet 
characterised by an aesthetic of flux, movement, spontaneity and flamboyant flâneurism; his 
physical body; and the affective aura surrounding him), and the icon element (the cultural 
‘framing’ of O’Hara as an artefact, transforming him into a familiar sign laden with symbolic 
density). The term ‘bio-icon’ also implicitly recognises that the construction of such an icon is 
predicated on a hinge: the linking hyphen between art and life, between the hagiographic aura 
that surrounds O’Hara and the texts that are at once distinct from it but do contribute strongly 
to it, and between both of these and the physical (the remembered and represented) body of the 
poet. My thesis thus endeavours to work through the mechanisms by which the fantasmatic 
body, as it is termed by John Frow in Character and Person, comes to be converted into a metonym 
of O’Hara’s poetic oeuvre.14 
 
O’Hara as an icon insistently returns us to the body as a significant field of power, the 
proxemics of its display or circulation, and the sensory responses it generates in its viewers or 
devotees. However, while there seems to be wide consensus that O’Hara was a figure capable of 
galvanizing intense affect, both during his time and posthumously, I take issue with the 
mechanisms by which these myth-centric narratives have come to over-determine O’Hara’s 
legacy. The fulcrum upon which my argument turns is that the mythology of O’Hara is built 
upon the collapse of the boundaries between biography and poetry, between the body of the 
                                                     
13 Bishnupriya Ghosh, Global Icons: Apertures to the Popular (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 12, 
54.  
14 John Frow, ‘Body,’ in Character and Person (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 283. 
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poet’s work and his physical body, and between the poet and the hagiographic narratives that 
surround him. In focalising this conflation between the physical body of the poet and an 
imagined, literary body, I seek not to rehearse the terms of O’Hara’s mythologising; but to parse 
the critical reassemblages of the iconic sign into its ‘framed’ and ‘framing’ components, thus 
tracing the trajectory from O’Hara to O’Hara-ism. The study of the bio-icon therefore holds in 
oscillation the analysis of O’Hara as both subject and object in terms of his cultural production. I 
contend that ‘Frank O’Hara’ as he has come to be transmitted across different media and literary 
streams is not simply the ‘real’ Francis Russell O’Hara of Baltimore, Maryland; but rather, a 
complex composite figure constructed from hagiographic narratives, poetic self-construction and 
the (real, remembered and imagined) physical body of the poet.  
 
Frow’s concept of fictional character, which he defines as ‘a person-shaped figure made 
salient by a narrative ground,’ aptly holds the tension between the two poles of narrative and 
personhood in a way that is applicable to the conceptualisation of the bio-icon.15 Asserting that 
the fictional and the fantasmatic are tightly bound, and that fictional character is ‘integral to the 
way in which we form selves,’ Frow argues for an embodied selfhood which insists upon its 
fantasmatic structure:16 
 
Bodies are never just bodies: they are a component of an assemblage made up of 
bodily sensation, bodily appearance, and bodily habitus; of the complex status 
within kinship networks, cultural networks, social networks; of the fantasies 
through which the imaginary body works out its relation to other people, other 
bodies, to the bodies of the dead and its own, unimaginable death; and of the 
temporality that governs the passage of a body through a plot or a life. My body 
represents me, grounds my sense of being an embodied self, myself and no other; 
and yet it is never simply identical with me. I am and am not my body…17 
 
                                                     
15 Frow, ‘Figure,’ in Character and Person, 24. 
16 Frow, Character and Person, 35. 
17 Frow, Character and Person, 285. 
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Thus bodies are at once irreducibly material and phantasmagorical, fundamental to both our 
sense of self and to narrative or myth. The symbolic order of the body – what Frow terms its 
fantasmatic dimension – corresponds to Moira Gatens’ concept of the imaginary body, and is 
crucial to the construction of O’Hara as an icon.18 ‘The imaginary body is that phantasmagoria: 
that place where the real and the remembered and the imagined merge,’ Frow writes.19 And 
Gatens asserts that the imaginary body is constituted through a ‘system of exchange, 
identification and mimesis,’ through which our sense of self is deeply implicated in its 
incorporation of other bodies.20 Given that it is through this imaginary body that our fantasies 
about ourselves are dialectically constructed and sustained through interactions with other 
bodies, it follows that mythologising the iconic self also occurs through the fantasmatic 
dimension of the body.  
 
 Much as it is with poets such as Walter Pater and Byron, it is impossible to reckon with 
the iconicity of O’Hara without recourse to the body of the poet. Yet, this very fetishisation of 
the poet’s body contributes strongly to reductionist interpretations of O’Hara’s poetry, and 
arguably hems in his identity as a poet. Encountering O’Hara – both the person and the poetry – 
does indeed call for an exceptional awareness of the physical body, its movements, its eroticism 
and its desires; but if, as I argue in this thesis, O’Hara uses this as the very lynchpin of his self-
mythologising, then reading the poet solely on his own terms risks obfuscating the nuances of 
his poetics. The process of self-construction which O’Hara undertakes through his poetry is 
profoundly enmeshed in mythmaking, and employs a form of self-mythologisation that traffics 
in the seduction of the reader through a combination of visual and linguistic charm. It is a 
complex layering of various cultural myths of the Poet, historical models of poetry and an 
                                                     
18 Moira Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power and Corporeality (London: Routledge, 1996). 
19 Frow, Character and Person, 284. 
20 Gatens, Imaginary Bodies, 31. 
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insistence upon the immediacy of his body within the poetry – all of which depend upon the 
migration of certain motifs, tropes or personality traits between the body or biography of the 
poet, and the body of the text. O’Hara’s poetic techniques deftly deploy biographical material as 
both poetic raw material and mythological framework, thus worrying the seam between art and 
life. In my examination of O’Hara as a bio-icon, my aim is not necessarily to debunk the O’Hara 
myth, but rather to demonstrate how the construction of the self is fundamentally dependent 
upon the reading and writing of myth – which I argue is a social narrative act, often consciously 
fashioned by O’Hara himself and refashioned by his own, and successive, milieus. 
 
The term myth provides an apposite framework for my thesis, because as a theoretical 
concept it encapsulates two fundamental aspects of O’Hara’s construction as a bio-icon: first, as 
an idea with a widely-believed, naturalised meaning; and second, as narrative which is 
commensurate with the construction of the self. In its more obvious conventional use, the term 
connotes the way in which meaning is endowed and consumed through a semiological system, as 
Roland Barthes suggests in his essay ‘Myth Today.’ Barthes defines cultural myth as a type of 
speech, in that it is part of a system of communication within which it is the repository of 
meaning.21 For Barthes, then, who expands on Levi-Strauss’ perception of myth as a language, 
myth includes every symbol that conveys meaning, not merely written language. Accordingly, 
cultural myth is an unspoken, unwritten law that the community partakes of, which is difficult to 
repudiate because it masquerades as non-ideological and ahistoric, thus transforming history into 
nature: 
 
Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about them; it 
simply purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and eternal 
justification, it gives them a clarity which is not that of an explanation, but that of 
a statement of fact.22 
                                                     
21 Roland Barthes, ‘Myth Today,’ in Mythologies, trans. Annette Levers (1957; repr., New York: Noonday, 
1991), 107. 
22 Barthes, Mythologies, 143. 
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On the one hand, therefore, this is a study of the epistemology of the O’Hara myth as it 
stands today – the numerous artworks, elegies, memorials, television shows and literary works 
that have interpellated and repurposed O’Hara’s physical image, personality or poetry. In the 
following chapters, I examine three crucial strands of the O’Hara mythology, arguing that each is 
constructed around a motif or trope which comes to manifest a talismanic charm that provides 
the passage between the body of the poet and the body of the text. The narrative knots that 
aggregate around each trope develop resonance through repetition, solidifying the message of 
O’Hara’s iconicity and giving it an indisputability and naturalness that conceals both its cultural 
contingency and the artifice of its production. Chapter Two examines the central motif of 
O’Hara’s mock manifesto ‘Personism,’ the telephone call (or, the phone call as poetry); Chapter 
Three analyses the imbrication of O’Hara’s mythology with that of New York City and its 
reputation as a fertile hotbed for liberal intellectual and sexual possibilities; and Chapter Four 
studies the death of O’Hara as a recurrent theme, both in the narration of his life story and 
within his own writing. As Ghosh argues, the construction of a bio-icon is ‘accretive’: its 
architecture depends upon ‘the loose clustering of peripheral connotations around a few, often 
unchanging core properties.’23 O’Hara exemplifies such a ‘highly sedimented’ sign, known for the 
core properties that repeatedly attach themselves to his reputation and augment his symbolic 
meaning.  
 
Germane to this discussion is the way in which famous pictures of O’Hara seem to 
transport us back to the Lower East Side poetry scene in the 50s and 60s, with its gritty, 
exhilarating atmosphere of newness and innovation. Ghosh aptly positions the icon as a 
‘corporeal aperture,’ arguing that it is a technology that always opens to another space and time. 
                                                     
23 Ghosh, Global Icons, 47. 
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As either material artifacts or human icons, corporeal apertures lay bare the path to something 
beyond mere representation. She writes: 
 
we can think icon consumption as a movement back into a there – the ever 
receding ground of history. At its most fetishistic, such a ‘ground’ – the reach 
toward the material relations constitutive of the historical image – is contained, 
symbolically anchored by a horizon of common good where all historical 
differences disappear.24 
 
Consider the way that O’Hara is always associated with the ‘New York School,’ with smoky 
literary saloons like the Cedar Bar, and with New York neighbourhoods like Greenwich Village 
(despite the fact that he was educated at Harvard and born in Baltimore). In the very same 
instant, certain pictures, for instance the numerous ones of him on the phone, also connote for 
us the same heady, spontaneous way in which O’Hara wrote poems, allegedly as easily as he 
picked up the phone for a conversation. Here the elements of the iconic sign – the telephone 
and Frank O’Hara – become incorporated into each other, ‘yoked in syntagm so that together 
they become graphic shorthand.’25 These representamens of the actual subject (the hat and the 
cloak for Roosevelt; the photographs and the telephone for O’Hara) then evoke pre-experienced 
sensations which the viewer associates with the iconic person themselves.26 As a densely 
sedimented sign, O’Hara always carries the force of ‘Downtown New York Writing’ as a 
historical and geographical fact, as well as the import of the ‘New York School’ as a literary and 
aesthetic sign. 
 
                                                     
24 Ghosh, Global Icons, 43. 
25 Ghosh, Global Icons, 42. 
26 Ghosh adopts the term ‘representamen’ from the semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce, who in his triadic 
model of semiotics, defines the representamen as the signifying element or the material form of the sign. 
The other two elements are the ‘interpretant’ or ‘signified,’ which is the sense made of the sign; and the 
‘referent’ or ‘object,’ which is what the sign ‘stands for’ or represents. See Charles Sanders Peirce, ‘The 
Harvard Lectures on Pragmatism,’ in The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings, vol. 2, 1893-1913 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 133-257. Ghosh makes the reference to Peirce in Global 
Icons, 62-67. 
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Mythmaking is an indisputably collective act, and each differently tuned version of the 
poet contributes to the notion and sense of ‘Frank O’Hara,’ by endowing it with the seemingly 
natural factitity that Barthes outlines. But if the Barthesian scheme articulates an anxiety over the 
power of the optic regime and the naturalising tendencies of myths in obscuring hegemonic 
values, it fails to elaborate on an important step in the stabilisation of an icon’s message, what 
Ghosh describes as consisting of the ‘inductive mechanisms necessary for linking the image to its 
connotations.’27 She points out that narration acting in conjunction with repeated visual traces is 
crucial to the consolidation of the icon’s core properties: 
 
The connotative matrix imparting symbolic density to the icon is garnered 
through widely circulating stories, the image narrated to inductively incorporate 
core associations that, over time, come to stay as its natural properties. For ‘bio-
icons,’ such induction through narration is more pronounced, their ‘lives’ told 
and retold for instruction; exemplary prototypes, they are often deployed as 
pedagogy.28  
 
The affective power of an image with an alluring ‘backstory’ is evident in each of the three 
mythemes that I examine, for the effectiveness of each is strengthened by the potent 
combination of the two: photographic or artistic images that echo the motifs in the poet’s own 
work and reverberate through the stories that surround him. As Ghosh points out, ‘Harnessed to 
a crystallised message, an iconic image can become dangerously mythic; it can naturalise the 
message that transforms it into myth.’29  
 
The 1978 publication, Homage to Frank O’Hara, presents a compelling example of this 
collective mythmaking and manifests clearly the collaborative texture of O’Hara’s mythology. It 
contains a stirring mix of black and white images of O’Hara throughout his life, interspersed 
between elegies for and homages to the poet written by his colleagues and friends. If The Collected 
                                                     
27 Ghosh, Global Icons, 46. 
28 Ghosh, Global Icons, 46. 
29 Ghosh, Global Icons, 48.  
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Poems, Early Writing and Poems Retrieved function as drafts of the poet’s self-in-production, the 
Homage can be read almost as an annotated handbook of the self, a companion reader to the 
poems themselves. The Homage represents, then, a material anthology of the numerous micro-
myths which constitute the notion of ‘Frank O’Hara,’ and provides a useful cross-section of the 
ways in which the cultural myth is dialectically constructed and sustained. Thus O’Hara – both 
the man and the myth – is in this sense a communal work of art and literature, a collaboration 
between the poet and others. In troubling a discrete notion of the self, the Homage becomes an 
apt expression of O’Hara’s selfhood as a shared performance. The poet writes in ‘How Roses 
Get Black’: 
  
You are no myth unless I choose to  
 speak. I breathed those ashes secretly. 
 Heroes alone destroy, as I destroy 
 
 you. Know now that I am the roses 
 and it is of them I choose to speak.30  
 
Here the Orphic role of the poet is emphasised, and mythmaking is expressed as a relational 
process in which the speech act of one creates the mythical self of the other. Yet, the distinctions 
between the ‘I’ and the ‘you’ finally become obscured, and O’Hara concludes the poem by 
identifying himself as the roses, the object of which he chooses to speak. O’Hara thus 
acknowledges that mythologising the self both objectifies the poet (here we see his prescient 
consciousness of being mythologised), while simultaneously endowing him with a subject’s 
voice. His deliberate choice to speak of the roses, then, also knowingly alludes to the fact that his 
own myth is in part self-authored and self-articulated. If O’Hara’s sense of himself is deeply 
complicit with others, so too, is his mythology relationally constituted. 
 
                                                     
30 Frank O’Hara, The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1971), 3. Dated Cambridge, November 1948. 
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The Homage presents a unique manifestation of the way in which the conflation between 
the body of the poet and body of the text is buttressed by acts of communal narration, for one of 
the most striking aspects of the Homage is the compulsive textual return to the physical body of 
the poet. Lawrence Osgood’s contribution, for example, is titled ‘Frank’s Physique (A Selective 
Inventory),’ and goes on to describe O’Hara’s nose, lips, hands, clothes, voice, and even his 
breath. It is almost a worshipful blazon of the beloved, seemingly anchored in the belief that 
such physical features would have been less than ideal in someone other than O’Hara (it 
catalogues O’Hara’s twice-broken nose with its ‘mature hump of bone’ and his ‘surprisingly 
pudgy’ hands, all without a hint of distaste).31 The foregrounding of the poet’s body in these 
memories – the very physicality of his presence – gestures clearly to the peculiar way in which 
O’Hara is encountered as a sign. Both ekphrasis and photographic images of the poet etch this 
stylish, decadent figure indelibly into cultural memory, the iterative elements ultimately 
formalizing the iconic image. Such recollections of O’Hara not only flag the discursive elements 
of the O’Hara phenomenon, but insist upon our attention to the very corporeal, affective way in 
he was experienced.  
 
O’Hara as an icon motivates phenomenal visual expressivity: his ‘image’ is heavily 
anchored not just in word but also physicality. His body was photographed thousands of times; 
his form was literally transformed into material art, its trace tenaciously present in ekphrastic 
recollections of his body.32 Dan Chiasson notes the magnetism of O’Hara’s body, presenting it as 
a locus of desire and attraction: ‘The body of Frank O’Hara – the broken nose, the bouncy gait, 
the jaunty posture – was a special fixation, almost the Mont Saint-Victoire of this coterie.’33 The 
                                                     
31 Lawrence Osgood, ‘Frank’s Physique (A Selective Inventory),’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank 
O’Hara, 24-25. 
32 There is also much to be said about the way the trace of O’Hara’s voice has been preserved in archived 
voice recordings of his poetry readings, but here I want to focus on the spectatorship of O’Hara’s body. 
33 Dan Chiasson, ‘A Vanguard of Friends,’ The New York Review of Books, NYR Daily, 26 February 2011, 
http://www.nybooks.com/daily/2011/02/26/vanguard-friends/ 
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corporeally intense way in which O’Hara is experienced compels us to think about encounters 
with the icon beyond the intellectual horizon of the signifier, and beyond the logic of mere 
semiotics and textuality. The icon, which is always experienced within a connotative matrix that 
is dependent on shared cultural knowledge, and which is always encountered elsewhere as a 
recursive sign, can be considered an epistemology. The situatedness of the icon (O’Hara’s 
inextricability as an icon from the city of New York, for example) – its dependence on cultural 
familiarity and its eliciting of pre-experienced sensations when it is encountered – speaks to the 
importance of semiotic theory to icon formation. However, before O’Hara the person becomes 
O’Hara the icon, he is always flesh and blood, and as I have argued, already sensation-provoking 
and affect-inducing. For example, Feldman compares O’Hara’s impact on history to the way in 
which Franklin D. Roosevelt’s iconicity is rooted in the sensuous materiality of his bodily 
presence and the physical reminders of it. Importantly, encounters with certain icons generate 
powerful affective responses – an onrush of sensations that extend beyond the cognitive 
mechanisms of signification, beyond the logic of the sign, but that cannot be but felt. Gilles Deleuze 
(and Felix Guattari) define affect according to Spinoza, as ‘the ability to affect and be affected.’34 
To be affected, in Spinoza’s philosophy, entails a modification or variation produced in a body 
by virtue of an interaction with another body.  
 
In his essay for the memoir book, John Bernard Myers, O’Hara’s first publisher, writes 
about the peculiar corporeal effect that O’Hara wrought upon the people around him: 
 
How do I describe the physical effect of Frank O’Hara when I first met him? The 
long neck, the high cheek bones, the bridged nose and flaring nostrils reminded 
me of an overbred polo pony. Or did he bring to mind Robert de Saint-Loup, 
that reddish-golden aristocrat leaping over the tabletops in Proust’s novel? His 
                                                     
34 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Capitalism and Schizophrenia, vol. 2, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. and 
foreword by Brian Massumi (1980; repr., Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). See also, 
Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert Hurley (1970; repr., San Francisco: City Lights 
Books, 1988.), 48-51; Gilles Deleuze, ‘What Can A Body Do?’ in Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, trans. 
Martin Joughin (1968; repr., New York: Zone Books, 1992), 217-234. 
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supple, finely shaped body moving swiftly along the beach as he would rush 
headlong into the highest waves again recalls the image of a sleek animal. At any 
rate, it always gave me great pleasure to see him…35  
 
This unmistakable (but ultimately illogical) physical effect of one body on another – what 
Deleuze would call the impingement of one body on another – was similarly noted in the exact 
person Myers compares O’Hara to, Proust’s literary dandy, Saint-Loup. In a well-known passage 
in Proust’s The Guermantes Way, the ‘scène de la banquette,’ Saint-Loup leaps balletically over some 
furniture to offer the narrator his coat. Proust describes the scenario as such: 
 
Entering the big room he sprang lightly on to one of the red plush benches 
which ran round its walls and which, apart from myself, there were sitting only 
three or four of the young men from the Jockey Club, friends of his own, who 
had not managed to find places in the other room. Between the tables and the 
wall electric wires were stretched at a certain height; without the least hesitation 
Saint-Loup jumped nimbly over them like a horse in a steeplechase; embarrassed 
that it should be done wholly for my benefit and to save me the trouble of a 
slight movement, I was at the same time amazed at the precision with which my 
friend performed this exercise in levitation; and in this I was not alone; for, albeit 
they would probably have had but little admiration for a similar display on the 
part of a more humbly born and less generous client, the proprietor and his staff 
stood fascinated, like racegoers in the enclosure; one underling, apparently rooted 
to the ground, stood there gaping with a dish in his hand for which a party close 
behind him were waiting; and when Saint-Loup, having to get past his friends, 
climbed on the narrow ledge behind them and ran along it, balancing himself 
with his arms, discreet applause broke from the body of the room.36 
 
The narrator later comments on the ‘pleasure that I had had in seeing him canter towards me 
and come gracefully to a halt on arriving at his goal,’ as well as the ‘suppleness innate in his 
body.’37 The same rhetoric echoes throughout both descriptions of O’Hara and Saint-Loup: they 
are each likened to highly pedigreed horses (Saint-Loup is compared to a ‘horse in a 
steeplechase,’ while O’Hara is called an ‘overbred polo pony’), with their ‘suppleness’ eliciting 
great delight for their observers. Despite Saint-Loup’s unfortunate transformation at the end of 
                                                     
35 John Bernard Myers, ‘Frank O’Hara: A Memoir,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 34. 
36 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, vol. 3, The Guermantes Way, rev. ed., trans. C.K. Scott Moncrieff 
and Terence Kilmartin (1920; repr., London: Vintage Books, 2000), 476. 
37 Proust, The Guermantes Way, 477, 478. 
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Proust’s novel, the mental impression we are left with is that of a delicately built, stylish young 
man, both handsome and delightfully refined – an impression strikingly similar to that created by 
O’Hara.  
 
Here affect bridges the gap between O’Hara and Saint-Loup – affect, as excess, escapes 
containment and leaps across the temporal and contextual gap to provoke in Myers the 
involuntary memory of (reading) Saint-Loup’s body when he sees O’Hara’s body. As Brian 
Massumi theorises, affect occurs in series and repetition, the same but different: 
 
Reserve the term ‘emotion’ for the personalized content, and affect for the 
continuation. Emotion is contextual. Affect is situational: eventfully ingressive to 
context. Serially so: affect is trans-situational. As processional as it is precessional, 
affect inhabits the passage. It is pre- and post-contextual, an excess of continuity 
invested only in the outgoing: its own. Self-continuity across the gaps.38 
 
 
Here in the ‘self-continuity across the gaps’ that affect generates, there is a certain kind of 
affective synesthesia at work, where remembering becomes a corporeal (as opposed to merely 
mental) event – as in Proust’s famous episode of mémoire involontaire, involving the madeleine. 
Massumi posits that synesthesia can be described topologically, as a surface of experience which 
folds back itself – what he terms a ‘biogram.’ A biogram, according to Massumi, is a ‘lived 
diagram based on an already lived experience, revived to orient further experience.’39 He goes on 
to explain further that it is a ‘literal, graphically diaphanous event-perception. It is what is 
portended when you remember seeing time in space.’40 When Myers sees O’Hara’s body moving 
in time, this elicits the memory of an ‘overbred polo pony,’ as well as the body of Robert de 
Saint-Loup; his description of a ‘supple, finely-shaped body moving swiftly along the beach’ is 
ambiguous about whether he is recalling the same terms Proust used to describe Saint-Loup’s 
                                                     
38 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2002), 217 (original emphases). 
39 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 187. 
40 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 188. 
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body, or whether he is giving a literal description of O’Hara. With its recollections posed in the 
form of questions, Myers’ own rhetoric inevitably reveals this uncertainty. In any case, as he says, 
‘it always gave me great pleasure to see him.’ Here pleasure becomes entangled with visual 
perception and memory, past becomes superimposed onto the present, and the response of the 
mind bleeds into the body. As Massumi puts it, the synesthetic hypersurface ‘is the hinge-plane 
not only between senses, tenses, and the dimensions of space and time, but between matter and 
mindedness: the involuntary and the elicited.’41  
  
 This folding back of experience upon itself means that remembering becomes a 
perceptual event, wherein a biogram is reactivated for the purposes of re-access. Massumi 
describes this perceptual reliving as a doubling back of experience like a Möbius strip, such that 
the synesthete faces a previous surface of experience when memory is triggered.42 Interestingly, 
the Möbius strip is useful as a metaphor not just for time and space; it has also been used as a 
metaphor for the mind-body articulation, in philosophies that insist on dismantling the Cartesian 
binaries between mind and body. In her post-Cartesian redefinition of the body in Volatile Bodies, 
Elisabeth Grosz follows the Lacanian argument in positing the ‘torsion’ of the mind into the 
body, and vice versa. She argues that the model of the subject as a Möbius strip 
 
has the advantage of showing the inflection of mind into body and body into 
mind, the ways in which, through a kind of twisting or inversion, one side 
becomes another. This model also provides a way of problematizing and 
rethinking the relations between the inside and the outside of the subject, its 
psychical interior and its corporeal exterior, by showing not their fundamental 
identity or reducibility but the torsion of the one into the other, the passage, 
vector, or uncontrollable drift of the inside into the outside and the outside into 
the inside.43 
                                                     
41 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 189.  
42 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 193. 
43 Elisabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1994), xii. Lacan 
uses the topological model of the Möbius strip to challenge binary oppositions, positing them as 
continuous and co-existing, rather than mutually exclusive. The Mobïus strip is useful to help one 
understand how it is possible, in Lacan’s terms, to ‘traverse the fantasy.’ There are two sides to the strip, 
but they are continuous with each other and allow one to cross over from the inside to the outside. Yet, it 
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As I will argue, this troubling of the distinctions between the inside and outside of the self, 
between the ‘real’ and the represented, and between self and other, is fundamental to O’Hara’s 
self-mythologising process. 
 
But the comparison of O’Hara to Saint-Loup is a particularly rich one not only because it 
offers insights into the affect-inducing qualities of O’Hara’s body, which can be paralleled to 
Saint-Loup’s inexplicable physical magnetism. At the same time, it also speaks to a literary 
sensitivity to the body as signifier, and demonstrates how even the visceral appeal of O’Hara’s 
body is implicated in textuality and myth. Myers evokes the same graphic traces that acquire 
symbolic density in O’Hara’s iconicity; the constant referrals to O’Hara’s qualities, such as his 
sensuality, his beautiful profile, and the profound eloquence of his body, draw on very particular 
images of the dandy, the stylish effete, the decadent flâneur always on the move. This play on the 
writing body moving within the body of the city calibrates the image for its circulation in the 
currents of myth-making, marking it for fetishisation and commodification. Accordingly, it 
presents a cogent example of the cultural (and literal) framing of O’Hara, the transformation of 
the affective being into signifier and/or signified; or, in other words, the ways in which O’Hara 
as mythic persona is constructed within an open, dynamic circuit of relationships.   
                                                     
is impossible to distinguish the precise point at which the crossover occurs. Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques 
Lacan, Book XI, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (1973; New York: Norton, 1981), 273. Lacan also uses the concept of the Mobïus strip to 
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an Otherness Prerequisite to Any Subject Whatever,’ in The Structuralist Controversy: The Languages of 
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The framing of the icon occurs on many different levels. In the first instance, the referral 
to Saint-Loup functions as a palimpsest of mythology, in which O’Hara’s body (and its legend) is 
given temporal depth by its affiliation with the Proustian body. Interestingly, the bodies of the 
aristocratic Guermantes family in Proust’s novel, of which Saint-Loup is a part, are also given a 
mythic-historical dimension through their coupling with mythical creatures. For example, both 
the neck and the nose of the Guermantes become the loci of mythological identifications – 
Saint-Loup and his aunt both share the same elegant Grecian nose, which is compared to a 
‘falcon’s beak’ and linked to the conjuration of the myth of Leda: 
 
The features of the Duchesse de Guermantes, which were pinned to my vision of 
Combray, the nose like a pattern for the cutting out – in another copy analogous 
and slender, with too delicate a skin – of Robert’s face, which might almost be 
superimposed upon his aunt’s. I saw in him, with a keen longing, those features 
characteristic of the Guermantes, of that race which had remained so individual 
in the midst of a world with which it was not confounded, in which it remained 
isolated in the glory of an ornithomorphic divinity, for it seemed to have been 
the issue, in the age of mythology, of the union of a goddess with a bird.44  
 
 
The effect of these associations is to impute an aura of divinity and otherworldliness to the 
members of the Guermantes family, evoking a fantastical and mythical dimension to their 
personhood which is channeled through their bodies. Proust makes clear that the traits that the 
narrator finds most stimulating about the Guermantes are observable amongst the entire clan; 
they are not a result of learned habit, but are almost divine endowments that elevate them to a 
higher mythical race. Time and again, Proust’s narrator describes the ‘unconscious, noble lines’ 
of Saint-Loup’s body, which he has ‘received by inheritance in his body.’45 As Richard Saunders 
writes in his study of Proustian bodily signs: 
 
Signification oscillates between the mythic-historical dimension of the 
Guermantes’ body, what can be designated as its diachronic dimension, and its 
                                                     
44 Proust, The Guermantes Way, 84. 
45 Proust, The Guermantes Way, 477. 
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contemporary, largely period-bound display of a repertoire of gestural and 
expressive signs, its synchronic dimension, which may include conscious or 
unconscious allusion to the inherited qualities of these signs. The diachronic and 
synchronic components constantly interpenetrate each other and cannot be 
artificially separated. Often more powerful and more truthful than the spoken 
utterance, the Guermantes body possesses an expressive virtuosity that can 
attract the chosen or repel the outcast with equal force.46 
 
Most significantly, the very same features that offer the ‘diachronic and synchronic’ mythical 
dimensions that Sanders points out in Proust’s aristocratic family are also the ones most lauded 
and noted in O’Hara’s body. In the Homage, the American art critic and poet Peter Schjedahl’s 
recollection of O’Hara’s physical charm performs the same repetition of the graphic trace, using 
– most uncannily – almost exactly the same phrases that were used to describe Proust’s 
Guermantes family: 
 
Frank O’Hara’s body was small and lean – classically ‘bantam’ – and was topped 
with a face sensuously organized around a preposterous Roman nose, like a 
falcon’s beak. He had a smallish, sensuous mouth; a high, freckled forehead, and 
limpid blue eyes of a certain hypnotic charm. His every movement bespoke will 
and self-assurance, and a kind of unmannered courtliness. His physical presence 
in a room was like that of an exclamation point on a page. That presence quickly 
became one of the most sought-after, and one of the most freely-granted, in the 
city. The painter Helen Frankenthaler says personal invitations to parties in the 
‘50s often carried the information ‘Frank will be there’ – the ultimate inducement 
to attend.47 
 
 
Here the reference to the aristocratic Aryan nose, ‘preposterous’ and ‘like a falcon’s beak,’ makes 
its appearance again, just as it does in Proust. The imprinting of these seemingly superior 
qualities on O’Hara’s physical body augments the semiotic potential of his corporeality, tapping 
into a diachronic mythology of several layers: On one level, O’Hara is seen to be created in the 
mold of Saint-Loup, a sophisticated dandy with exquisite kinetic eloquence. The literary man 
O’Hara is, in this instance, himself built upon the scaffolding of a literary character; the affect 
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produced by Saint-Loup, funneled through the similarity between how they are described, 
becomes pinned onto O’Hara. O’Hara’s body thus becomes a sign for a certain type of 
aristocratic elegance, unconscious and unwilled but nevertheless irreducibly present and desire-
inducing. Schjedahl points out that O’Hara’s ‘unmannered courtliness’ was evident in his every 
movement, an observation that is corroborated by James Schuyler, who writes that ‘Frank 
O’Hara was the most elegant person I ever met, and I don’t mean in the sense of dressy, for 
which he never had the time or money.’48 Likewise, John Button’s elegy also refers to this innate 
classiness which manifested itself in the unconscious lines of O’Hara’s body: 
 
Frank was a gentleman. He was civilized. He could be courtly…. His manners 
were not those of an aristocratic elite. They sprung from his sense of Nobility… 
perhaps the strongest sense in Frank’s character. He wanted everything to be 
noble: poetry, art, friends, and life, as well as himself. His graceful style was 
tailored to that end.49 
  
But O’Hara’s body as a hermeneutic object reveals a genealogy that stretches further 
back through history; for on another level, O’Hara’s body also takes on all the older 
mythological dimensions of the Proustian body. The ornithological echoes of the Leda myth run 
as the undercurrent beneath the descriptions of O’Hara as ‘classically bantam’ and the 
description of his nose as a ‘falcon’s beak.’ Thus the seduction of Leda by Zeus in the form of a 
swan superimposes upon O’Hara’s mythology the overtones of seduction that O’Hara’s peers 
(and we as modern readers) experience around him – an involuntary, inexplicable attraction that 
I have characterized as affect.  
 
In a similar manner, the narrative of O’Hara as brimming with a wild, spontaneous 
energy can be traced through the repeated alignment of the poet’s body to equine vigour and 
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splendour. Myers’ description of O’Hara as an ‘overbred polo pony,’ is echoed in James 
Schuyler’s poem, ‘To Frank O’Hara’: 
  
And now the splendor of your work is here 
so complete, even 
 ‘a note on the type’ 
yes, total, even the colophon 
 
and now people you never met will meet 
and talk about your work. 
So witty, so sad, 
so you: even your lines have 
 
a broken nose. And in the crash 
of certain chewed-up words 
I see you again dive 
into the breakers! How you scared 
 
us, no, dazzled us swimming 
in an electric storm 
which is what you were 
more lives than a cat 
 
dancing, you had a feline 
grace, poised on the balls 
of your feet ready 
to dive and 
 
all of it, your poems, 
compressed into twenty years. 
How you charmed, fumed, 
blew smoke from your nostrils 
 
like a race horse that 
just won the race 
steaming, eager to run 
only you used words.50 
 
Here Schuyler entangles the ‘chewed-up words’ of the poet (‘a note on the type’) with his own 
poetry and memories, and with the image of a magnificent race horse. The body of the poet 
swimming in the waves during a storm is presented as legend, wherein it mutates to become a 
force of nature itself – ‘an electric storm / which is what you were.’ Mythmaking on O’Hara’s 
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part through his singular poetic style (‘so you: even your lines have / a broken nose’ and 
‘steaming, eager to run / only you used words’) here becomes reified in Schuyler’s act of myth-
reading, and in his reiteration of the O’Hara myth through his own poetry. So too, does the 
distinct corporeality of the poet converge with his unique poetics in Schuyler’s poem. O’Hara’s 
physical charm, likened to wild equine grace in the line ‘How you charmed, fumed, / blew smoke 
from your nostrils,’ is conflated again with his literary style, which presumably bucks and strains 
against the trammels of culture and convention.  
 
In a letter to Barbara Guest, Schuyler repeats the motif of the majestic steed, but this 
time extends the metaphor to O’Hara’s typewriter: ‘I can’t type on Frank’s typewriter. My touch 
is much too pastoral: It’s like trying to go for a canter on Pegasus.’51 Again, just as in the 
O’Hara—Saint-Loup—Leda trajectory, the memory of O’Hara becomes implicated with an 
ancient mythological figure. A mythical divine winged stallion, Pegasus in Greco-Roman 
mythology is the bringer of thunderbolts to Zeus. O’Hara’s typewriter thus comes to manifest 
the same electric energy as its owner, becoming both a bearer of his mythic charm and the 
fantasmatic extension of his deified body. Schuyler’s description, while clearly written with self-
deprecating humour, nevertheless gestures to the implication that only O’Hara’s singular touch 
could elicit the allure of his poetry, for any other person who tried – even a fellow poet – would 
be much too pedestrian.   
 
The account of O’Hara that I pursue therefore builds on the critical foundations set by 
Deleuze (and Guattari), which emphasises the dismantling of the boundary between the real and 
representation, and which I argue has many significant confluences with O’Hara’s work, and 
with the process of his iconification. As I have demonstrated, O’Hara as he has come to be 
                                                     
51 James Schuyler, Just the Thing: The Selected Letters of James Schuyler, ed. William Corbett (New York: Turtle 
Point Press, 1991), 23. 
 33 
transmitted is a complex entity, a phantasmagorical composition of textual mythologising and 
actual personhood. Most importantly, however, the Deleuzean-Spinozist concept of the human 
being allows for a reconsideration of the icon (and of the subject), because it always already 
forges a path beyond fixed subjectivity. Deleuze argues, after Spinoza, that the human being is 
defined in two ways. Firstly, the body is composed of an infinite number of particles, the relations 
of which determine the individuality of the body; this is what he terms the kinetic dimension of 
the body. Thus a body is not defined by its form or functions, but by: 
 
A complex relation between differential velocities… In the same way, a musical 
form will depend on a complex relationship between speeds and slowness of 
sound particles. It is not just a matter of music but of how to live: it is by speed 
and slowness that one slips in among things, that one connects with something 
else. One never commences; one never has a tabula rasa; one slips in, enters in the 
middle; one takes up or lays down rhythms.52 
  
Secondly, Deleuze argues that the human body is defined by its capacity to be affected and to 
affect other bodies: ‘you will define an animal, or a human being not by its organs and its 
functions, and not as a subject either; you will define it by the affects of which it is capable.’53 In 
other words, a human being is defined largely by the way his virtuality is interlaced with his 
corporeality; he is defined what his body can do, how it affects and impinges upon other bodies. 
In this reading, the body always sidesteps its very self to become more than it is; it is always 
becoming-other than mere corporeality.  
 
 Spinoza’s concept of embodiment is especially significant for O’Hara, because as Gatens 
suggests, it recognises that  
 
A person’s capacity to affect and to be affected are not determined by the body 
he or she is, but also by everything which makes up the context in which that 
body is acted upon and acts. When the term ‘embodiment’ is used in the context 
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of Spinoza’s thought it should be understood to refer not simply to an individual 
body but to the total affective context of that body.54 
 
This means that the way in which the body is ‘lived’ is contingent upon its social, political and 
cultural contexts, as well as the other bodies that constitute its affective contexts. As I will go on 
to argue, O’Hara’s poetics and self-mythologising techniques are embedded within and respond 
to specific circumstances within post-war America. Virulent homophobia, the pressure to create 
a new American avant-garde tradition within the arts, the role of the poet within this matrix, and 
the national and domestic policies that circumscribed the realities of gay men and women – these 
all constitute the historically and culturally specific contexts within which O’Hara as an 
embodied being is constructed, and with which he is in perpetual interchange. Ultimately, as 
Gatens argues, the Spinozist concept of embodiment as fundamentally interconnected with 
other bodies yields a rich potential for effecting ethical change. She writes: 
 
our bodies are lived and constituted as part of a network of bodies; and these 
bodies have depth and are dynamic. The dynamism of this network is crucial to 
actualizing potentials and possibilities for changing our understandings of bodies 
and the way we ‘live’ our bodies.55 
 
For O’Hara, whose poetry both highlights and makes interventions to the social and cultural 
realities of his time, the body of the gay poet moving through New York City – both literally and 
literarily – asks the Deleuzean question: what forms of sociability are open to us in the present?56 
 
Approaching the body in light of its very physical materiality and its concurrent, 
irreducible virtuality, amounts to viewing the body itself as merely the limiting factor, or the 
beginning point for an existence opened up to infinite possibility. Jean-Luc Nancy writes in 
relation to the body, that the limit operates by the logic whereby ‘the limit unlimits the passage to 
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the limit.’ To put it another way, as Nancy does, ‘a thought of limit is always a thought of 
excess.’57 Nancy’s concept of the body converges with Deleuze’s, in that they both adopt the 
Spinozan ontology of the body, where Spinoza’s claim that ‘no one has hitherto determined what 
the body can do’ posits the idea of the body as being in excess of both signification (knowledge) 
and matter.58 What Deleuze leaves unsaid about the body, Nancy takes up explicitly using 
Deleuze’s own writings on Spinoza, thus allowing us an inroad into a concept of the body that is 
fundamentally inscribed with movement, chaos and excess. To claim that one does not know 
what the body can do indicates that the ‘truth’ of the body cannot be found in the realm of 
signification, in the symbolic order: it exceeds its own signification, its own meaning. But it also 
means that the body is always in excess of itself – existence is disclosed at the limit, the border 
between sense (or meaning) and the body. As Nancy writes, ‘the body is neither a “signifier” nor 
“signified.” It is exposing/ exposed, ausgedehnt, an extension of the breakthrough that existence 
is.’59  
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For a bio- icon such as O’Hara, whose life and image have been repeatedly implicated in 
representation, this critical trajectory is compelling, because it ultimately brings into play the 
question of whether life produces art or vice versa – that is, it allows us to question the primacy 
of the ‘real-life’ O’Hara over the represented O’Hara. Along with proponents of embodied 
subjectivity such as Grosz, Gatens and Colebrook, then, I position O’Hara’s iconicity within a 
theoretical matrix that denies ‘that there is any ‘real,’ material body on one hand, and its various 
cultural and historical representations on the other.’60 To borrow Grosz’ words, it is my assertion 
in this thesis that ‘these representations and cultural inscriptions quite literally constitute bodies 
and help produce them as such.’61 This means that in the construction of a subject (and in this 
case, an icon), the body contains ‘an organic or ontological “incompleteness” or lack of finality, 
an amenability to social completion, social ordering and organization.’62 Likewise, Colebrook, 
together with Abigail Bray, argues that 
 
The body is not a prior fullness, anteriority, or plenitude that is subsequently 
identified and organized through restricting representations. Representations are 
not negations imposed on otherwise fluid bodies. Body images are not 
stereotypes that produce human subjects as complicit subjects. On the contrary, 
images, representations, and significations (as well as bodies) are aspects of 
ongoing practices of negotiation, reformation and encounter.63 
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If, as Grosz asserts, there is an inter-penetrability between images, cultural inscriptions, 
significations and bodies, in my thesis I extrapolate this theory to mythology, arguing that bodies 
and mythology are inextricable from each other’s foundations. In Nancy’s theories of myth, he 
equates the coming into being of self and community with moments of mythopoeisis. Through 
the study of O’Hara as an icon, and building upon the work of philosophers like Grosz and 
Deleuze, I propose that this site of becoming is also the site of the body. In other words, 
mythopoeisis becomes enfolded into the body of the icon. The O’Hara phenomenon 
necessitates a return to embodiment; for as the fundamental reference point of sensation and 
affect, the human body is essential to myth and storytelling. Yet, to return once more to 
Deleuze’s assertion, ‘one never commences, one never has a tabula rasa, one slips in, enters in the 
middle.’ Therefore, one never begins or ends with the body; mythology too, which in O’Hara’s 
case is calibrated to the body, neither begins nor concludes with just the body. There is always 
something more. As Danielle Rugo puts it, ‘one never starts with the body, nor with it one ever 
ends; one always finds oneself caught in its coming.’64 So too, with the O’Hara phenomenon, my 
assertion is that the myths fostered by the body of O’Hara become vehicles for O’Hara to 
express a malleability of substance and subjectivity which is built upon an active becoming. In 
this ontological understanding, the body features as the very passage through which this active 
becoming takes place. 
 
1.2 Myth as Self-Construction 
 
The concept of myth is also valuable for a second reason, for it highlights the 
constructedness of the subject and the inextricability of its constitution from myth or fiction. 
This approach necessarily interrogates the historical ontology of the bio-icon: O’Hara within the 
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specificity of his milieu, already a living icon that impelled powerful affect, but also a remarkably 
self-aware one who cannily shaped the mythologies by which he has been remembered. In this 
sense, I build upon the concept of myth as Nancy articulates it in The Inoperative Community: ‘Myth 
is and from the origin, it relates back to a mythic foundation, and through this relation it founds 
itself (a consciousness, a people, a narrative.)’65 Arguing that myth-making constitutes the 
ultimate birthing moment of community, of humanity and indeed, of humanness itself, he writes: 
 
Humanity represented on the stage of myth, humanity being born to itself in 
producing myth – a truly mything humanity becoming truly human in this 
mythnation: this forms a scene just as primal as any primal scene. All myths are 
primal scenes, all primal scenes are myths.66 
 
 
Thus Nancy sees the coming into being of the self as commensurate with the telling of myth. 
The self is spoken into existence in the process of mythmaking: its primal, originary moment is 
one of mythopoesis. Even before it becomes a narrative, Nancy writes,  
 
myth is made up of an emergence, it is inaugural. ‘It is,’ as Maurice Leenhardt 
posits, ‘the speech, the figure, the act that circumscribes the event at the heart of 
man, emotive like an infant, before it is a fixed narrative.’67  
 
Ingrained into community and into the human subject, myth for Nancy is necessarily primordial 
language itself (not simply a metalanguage describing language). His premise in the essay ‘Myth 
Interrupted’ is that myth is fundamental to our experience of the world, and that the absence of 
myth is itself a myth – ‘myth is a myth.’ Nancy suggests:  
 
What needs to be asked, then, is not what myth is… but rather what is involved 
in what we have been calling ‘myth’ and in what we have invested, with or 
without the support of positive, historical, philological, or ethnological 
mythologies, in what must be called, once again, a myth of myth, in whatever 
sense we take the word.68 
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Yet, the discourse surrounding myth is often structured to regard it as fiction – merely myth. ‘To 
speak of myth,’ Nancy writes, ‘has only been to speak of its absence. And the word “myth” itself 
designates the absence of what it names.’69 Thus myth always already contains within itself an 
aporia; it is structured around an abyss. Speaking of ‘myth’ as a myth (a fiction) depends on the 
schism between the dual meanings of the word myth, which are distinct and ironically opposite: 
myth as foundation and origin, and myth as fiction or mere invention. But they are far from 
being opposites; the very wordplay employed in the phrase ‘myth is a myth’ holds the two 
meanings in oscillation with each other, and reveals ‘a secret and profound union at the heart of 
myth itself.’ Following Schelling and Vico, Nancy argues that mythology cannot be denounced as 
fiction, for imagination is the ‘original force of nature’ – ‘poetic fiction is the true – if not 
truthful – origin of a world.’ For Nancy, then, fiction is in effect ‘inaugural’: ‘The myth of myth, 
its truth, is that fiction is in effect, in this ontogeny, inaugural. In sum, fictioning is the sum of being’ 
(emphasis added).70 If story-telling and mythmaking are an irreducible part of the human 
experience, then it follows that the boundaries supposedly separating text and life will be 
constantly, incessantly invaded. Or, as Alasdair MacIntyre puts it in After Virtue, narrative 
underpins the formation of the self: ‘Man is in his actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, 
essentially a story-telling animal.’71 
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This adoption of (mythic) narrative as ontological genesis dovetails with O’Hara’s poetics 
of the self, which, as I argue, is built in part upon the scaffolding of different myths of the poet. 
To put it another way, in Nancy’s terms: 
 
The very idea of inventing a myth, in this sense, is a contradiction in terms. 
Neither the community nor, consequently, the individual (the poet, the priest, or 
one of their listeners) invents the myth: to the contrary, it is they who are invented or 
who invent themselves in the myth.72 (emphasis added) 
 
Such an approach inevitably troubles the distinction between O’Hara’s life and text. The 
question constantly rehearsed in this thesis, whether life engenders text, or the reverse, is now 
approached through the lens of the biographical myth. O’Hara’s poetic (re)constitution of the 
self relies on a particular technique of self-mythologising, wherein the everyday and the 
mythological become entwined in a dialectical exchange. This mythic self-fashioning gains 
purchase, to quote Stephen Greenblatt, ‘precisely from the fact that it functions without regard 
for sharp distinctions between literature and social life.’73 When Max Weber, in his influential 
study of the phenomenon of charisma, writes of ‘the desire to transform charisma and 
charismatic blessing from a unique transitory gift of grace of extraordinary times and persons 
into a permanent possession of everyday life,’ he might as well have been writing the kind of 
poetic statement often attributed to O’Hara.74  
 
Svetlana Boym, in her important examination of the mythologisation of the Poet figure,  
points out in Death in Quotation Marks that what is particularly elusive about cultural myth is that 
it  
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does not depend entirely on written language… The cultural myth largely relies 
on unwritten but widely accepted, naturalized nonverbal discourse, on the power 
of the image and its semi-visible, heavily codified iconography, as well as on 
cultural fashioning and social masks used in the theatre of everyday life.’75  
 
The cultural fashioning and social masking that Boym refers to highlights the contingency of the 
subject and thwarts any notion of a coherent, essential self. It also emphasises that the donning 
of a ‘social mask’ or a particular posture can be a deliberate act on the part of the bio-icon which 
serves to fortify the narratives surrounding him. For O’Hara, the process of mythmaking is 
especially charged because he also refuses to present any semblance of a complete self; instead of 
editing on behalf of his readers, he offers them a large swathe of poetic raw material from which 
they do the work of meaning-making and, inevitably, mythmaking. Accordingly, in his essay on 
self-mythologising techniques, Duncan Hose argues that Ted Berrigan and John Forbes work 
under the banner of O’Hara-esque mutability, wherein O’Hara’s line ‘Grace/ to be born and live 
as variously as possible’ becomes the template for self-mythologising:  
 
Here, self-mythologising is not about producing a final vocabulary of 
mythologies performable as a coherent self, but keeping the compounds unstable 
and highly reactive so that the process itself becomes reified, if that is possible, 
and the myth emerges of the self as a work of art that cannot be completed.76 
 
The self for O’Hara is highly contingent on the social – what historical myths of the poet 
he is intrigued by and responds to, as well as the kinds of stories he tells about himself. As Hose 
puts it, such work partakes of a ‘synthetic poetic praxis of mythography and mythopoiesis: that 
is, a constant re-reading and re-writing of one’s own myths.’77 Hose’s plaiting together of the 
terms ‘mythopoiesis’ and ‘mythography’ is derived from Laurence Coupe, who argues in Myth 
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that ‘the mythic and the literary are not so far apart as is often supposed.’78 Mythology – the 
body of inherited myths in any given culture – forms a fundamental part of literature, and 
literature is itself an important means of extending mythology. Coupe posits that 
 
literary works may be regarded as ‘mythopoieic,’ tending to create or re-create 
certain narratives which human beings take to be crucial to their understanding 
of their world. Thus cultural and literary criticism may involve ‘mythography,’ or 
the interpretation of myth, given that the mythic is an important dimension of 
cultural and literary experience.79 
 
 
As an articulated strategy for the process of self-mythologisation, the reading of cultural myths 
(mythopoiesis) and the interpretive assimilation and/or modification of those myths 
(mythography) becomes an important way to approach the O’Hara phenomenon. It foregrounds 
the ways in which the self for O’Hara is a both a product of, and a producer of different 
intersecting mythical narratives. 
 
 In The Animal that Therefore I am, Jacques Derrida hones in on the use of the serpent 
figure in Paul Valery’s poetry, arguing that the ancient writhing creature is the ultimate deceiver, 
whose articulation of ‘I am’ is predicated on – and produces – a fundamental emptiness: 
 
The all powerful and seductive ruse of the serpent comes down to speaking as 
God in the place of God, as the besotted creator, miming Jehovah’s ‘I am that I 
am’ … Here the serpent says, ‘Me! … I am! … I will be! … I am he who…’ This 
show of force [coup de force] within the show of force produces nothing and 
nothing less than being in the place of nothingness, namely the first impurity (the 
contamination of being, one might say, seriously perverting, for effect, Levinas’ 
words). The show of force, the tour de force, consists in turning this ontological 
creation, creation itself into an act of seduction. This self-engendering act of the 
‘I am,’ this autobiographogenesis, is in its essence an act of seduction. Being 
becomes seduction, that is, the ruse of the most rúse of animals.80 
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Similarly, for O’Hara, in whose poetry the serpent is repeatedly deployed as a motif for the self, 
being itself becomes an ‘act of seduction’ – it is never a static essence, but always an action in the 
process of being performed. In ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ O’Hara uses the figure of the 
serpent to delineate the multiplicity of the self: ‘My transparent selves / flail about like vipers in a 
pail, writhing and hissing.’ The writhing serpent, itself a mythical creature heavy with symbolism, 
comes to represent the core of the poet’s being, and there is no singular self – the vipers are 
multiple, replicated, and constantly thrashing against each other. They are diaphanous, reflecting 
and refracting their surroundings rather than projecting their own concrete substance; and their 
transparency allows a glimpse through the poet of previous selves, histories and influences. The 
articulation of self here is thus an infinite regression of masks and myths, its kernel merely 
another difference without substance. Significantly, the final stanza of ‘In Memory of My 
Feelings’ also features Derrida’s word ‘ruse’:  
   
    and I have lost what is always everywhere 
  present the scene of my selves, the occasion of these ruses, 
  which I myself and singly must now kill 
      and save the serpent in their midst.81 
 
These lines emphasise that the poet’s ‘scene of my selves’ – a theatrical production featuring 
multiple selves resistant to identity – is ultimately ‘the occasion of these ruses.’ The ‘I,’ ruptured 
and split by its own poetic articulation into ‘I myself and singly,’ attempts to eradicate these 
masks and ruses; but finds at the heart of the self only the serpent, which Derrida calls ‘the most 
rúse of animals.’ There is, in this sense, a movement away from an ontology of substance to an 
ontology of process and relations. O’Hara’s sense of self is constantly twisting away from 
definition, his utterance of ‘I am’ only revealing itself to be a ruse put on for its own sake. 
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Ultimately, it is this very refusal to be still, the charming aesthetic of virtuosity and motion, that 
most beguiles his readers.  
 
To this end, I read O’Hara’s works as a catalogue of revolving selves – as his method of 
self-mythologising and, in Nancy’s words, ‘inventing [himself] in the myth.’82  Taking issue in his 
poetry with the entanglement of life and text, O’Hara writes the self as both relational and 
fundamentally mutable, a practice rather than a finished product, a verb rather than a noun. The 
poet weaves a personal myth from a palimpsest of literary figures and artists that he admires, 
archly donning this ‘mantle’ with a nod to the discerning reader. The sign of ‘Frank O’Hara’ 
therefore becomes an index of various traces, poses, cultural myths and writerly manoeuvres that 
endow his poetic voice with the élan associated with his persona. Yet, my argument is that in 
courting these myths, and in the very process of rehearsing their contours through literary 
predecessors such as Lord Byron, Vladimir Mayakovsky and Edwin Denby, O’Hara ultimately 
subverts these narrative tropes, and the consequent dissonance is what imbues O’Hara’s verse 
with its unique resonance, dash and piquancy. His poetics disrupts the telos of traditional 
narratology, eschewing the role of the archetypal hero-poet and enunciating a wariness about the 
ease with which lives and selves can be moulded into stock roles or postures.  
 
In Chapter Two, I begin by tracing a distinctly prevalent strand of the O’Hara myth – 
that of the telephone, which becomes an extension of both O’Hara’s mythological body and his 
body of work. The motif of the extemporaneous telephone call has typically been read as 
symbolic of O’Hara’s poetic praxis of writing in the moment, and as a metonym for his poetry. It 
trades on the perception of intimacy and a seemingly refreshing lack of artistic pomp or 
pretense. However, I argue that O’Hara’s writing both enables and deconstructs this myth in the 
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same move. The trope ultimately exposes itself as a calculated feint on O’Hara’s part, at once 
revealing and concealing the self. Thus O’Hara resists the signification that the telephone myth 
assigns to him, instead using it to offer us a vista into a subjectivity that builds upon past myths 
but always insists on their renewal and regeneration. Tellingly, in ‘Those Who Are Dreaming: A 
Play about St. Paul,’ O’Hara answers the phone as Byron, who is himself an aesthetic symbol of 
smoke and mirrors: ‘He says hello / this is George Gordon, Lord Byron.’83 Byron thus provides 
the prototype for O’Hara’s sophisticated cultivation of a mythology of charming poetic mobility, 
along with a theatricality that, ironically, conjures a belief of authenticity. 
 
Chapter Three considers the imbrication of O’Hara’s personal mythology with that of 
post-war New York City and its reputation as a fertile hotbed for liberal intellectual and erotic 
possibilities. I argue that the poet uses the porosity between his reputation and that of New York 
– as sexually permissive, liberal and avant-garde – to trace the narrative of his own 
commodification, and to highlight the deviant masculinity upon which his flâneurism insists. 
Charting an intertextual exchange between O’Hara’s poetry and that of Edwin Denby’s, I argue 
that O’Hara’s sexualised city poems challenge the myth of New York as the mecca of sexual 
permissiveness, while simultaneously performing the very fantasy of the gay cruising circuit. The 
figure of the flâneur thus becomes a way for O’Hara to address his awareness of seeing and being 
seen, his prescient notions of being mythologised, and his isolating experience of being a gay 
poet in mid-century New York. 
 
Finally, Chapter Four studies the death of O’Hara as an insistently recurrent theme, both 
in the narration of his life story and within his own writing. I investigate the dependence of the 
O’Hara phenomenon on the confluence between his early death and his personality and poetic 
                                                     
83 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 374. Dated 18 November 1960, in MS x250. First published in C 1, no. 7 
(1964). 
 46 
traits. In courting death relentlessly in his poetry, O’Hara exposes himself to the type of 
interpretive dangers of which he himself was disparaging, but this is precisely the paradox that 
has oiled the engine of his iconicity. O’Hara’s troping of death in his poetry ultimately challenges 
the conjunction between poetic suicide and the myth of the avant-garde poet whose self-
destructive drive closes the gap between art and life. Triangulating O’Hara’s response to the 
Russian poets Boris Pasternak and Vladimir Mayakovsky, I trace his distinctive stance with 
regards to the poet who is co-opted into the narratives of the avant-garde or the nation-state, 
and who is caught between the Romantic myth of suicide and the accelerating machine of the 
avant-garde. 
 
My research therefore carries an import which at its heart extends the more recent 
academic impulse to destabilise the premise of the O’Hara most prevalent in media and 
academic streams.84 O’Hara as the life of the party, the virtuoso poet, the convivial friend to 
everyone, is cardinally a part of any account which takes into full consideration the effect of 
O’Hara on literary history. Yet, O’Hara’s poetry articulates a sense of self that aligns him with 
Deleuze’s theories, where identity is never the full encapsulation of subjectivity. For while 
identity seeks to pin down and categorise, subjectivity for O’Hara and Deleuze is always a non-
essential process, a becoming. Grosz puts it this way: 
 
In Deleuze and Guattari’s work, the subject is not an ‘entity’ or thing, or a 
relation between mind (interior) and body (exterior); instead it must be 
understood as a series of flows, energies, movements, capacities, a series of 
fragments or segments capable of being linked together in ways other than those 
which congeal it into an identity.85 
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If entities are conceptualized as dynamic processes in their becoming, then difference always 
preempts identity. The constant becoming of the self (and, in this study, the icon) is perhaps 
what O’Hara himself, ever wary of committing to any identity, is alluding to in that oft-quoted 
passage, in which he undergoes a series of Ovidian metamorphoses: 
  
I am a Hittite in love with a horse. I don’t know what blood’s 
 in me I feel like an African prince I am a girl walking downstairs 
 in a red pleated dress with heels I am a champion taking a fall 
 I am a jockey with a sprained ass-hole I am the light mist 
      in which a face appears 
 and it is another face or blonde I am a baboon eating a banana 
 I am a dictator looking at his wife I am a doctor eating a child 
 and the child’s mother smiling I am a Chinaman climbing a mountain 
 I am a child smelling his father’s underwear I am an Indian 
 sleeping on a scalp 
    and my pony is stamping in the birches, 
 and I’ve just caught sight of the Niña, the Pinta and the Santa Maria.86 
 
I contend that it is the way that O’Hara constantly escapes, or slips through the reifying frame of 
his iconicity, that gives rise to the endurance of his iconicity. O’Hara’s poetic praxis constantly 
eludes the attempts of culture and academia to pin him down and define his mythic charm. The 
very tropes and techniques he uses to sustain his image and mythology operate brilliantly, at the 
same time, as an undercurrent that perturbs the glossy surface of ‘Frank O’Hara’ as he is most 
well-known. In this manner, the process of mythography itself exposes O’Hara’s poetic 
interventions to the social inadequacies of his historical and cultural moment.  
 
In the next section I want to turn to the specifics of O’Hara’s historio-cultural moment, 
for the complexities of O’Hara’s work are most evident when they are contextualised within a 
concrete set of cultural, social, political and artistic problems. The nuances of his poetry stem not 
simply from his methods of self-mythologising or his theories about the dynamic self; they are, 
importantly, also generated within a specific matrix of critical discourses that were prevalent in 
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America during the Cold War. O’Hara’s poetic techniques and his responses to these 
circumstances are formulated in dialogue with an interdisciplinary community of artists, poets, 
musicians and dancers – all of whom were working in contemporaneous artistic movements in 
New York. Correspondingly, the ways in which his work has often been read and 
(mis)interpreted have also been shaped by the socio-cultural forces of his time. The myth of 
O’Hara must thus be understood as a complex construction that involves discourses that not 
only far exceed the personal biography or affect-inducing qualities of the poet, but which also 
cross the boundaries between nations, artistic disciplines and social dictums.  
 
1.3 The Sedimentation of Narrative  
 
O’Hara’s is a poetics in which the poet often features larger than life, his charismatic 
persona seeping into his work and – for better or worse – shaping the reception of his oeuvre. It 
is no coincidence that one of the first monographs on O’Hara, Marjorie Perloff’s Frank O’Hara: 
Poet Among Painters, emphasizes the centrality of the witty O’Hara to the New York arts scene.87 
Equally notably, the only full-length biography of O’Hara to date is Brad Gooch’s City Poet, an 
intimate, gossipy tell-all filled with O’Hara’s sexual escapades and colourfully evocative of the 
turbulent bohemian freedom of mid-century New York.  
 
In recent years, however, critics have begun to question the terms surrounding Frank 
O’Hara’s iconicity, indicating a new direction in O’Hara studies. As Robert Hampson and Will 
Montgomery, the editors of Frank O’Hara Now (2010), have perspicaciously noted, the reception 
of O’Hara’s work and the popular image of the poet as an ‘insouciant genius’ have been shaped 
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not so much the poetry itself, but by the way in which he has been variously portrayed, 
‘collected’ and anthologized: 
 
This image of insouciant genius, apparently so careless of his talents, has proven 
attractive to generations of readers and writers, O’Hara’s immediate successors 
among them, and has perhaps veiled the writing’s more demanding qualities. 
 
What, however, if O’Hara is only sometimes so insouciant, only sometimes so 
sociable? What if the writing is, in other words, rather more strenuous in its 
ambition than O’Hara’s cultivated flippancy sometimes suggests?88  
 
Hampson and Montgomery continue: ‘We worry, in any case, that O’Hara’s reputation is in 
danger of calcifying around the urbane and charming persona that speaks in his poems in a way 
that does not do justice to the manifold challenges of those poems.’89 Similarly, in his 
contribution to the book, John Wilkinson points out that ‘the mass-market edition of Lunch 
Poems [has] come to signify Frank O’Hara to the wider poetry readership.’90 While the 
characterization of O’Hara’s work as ‘mass-market’ might seem rather hyperbolic, it gestures 
toward the way in which the marked enthusiasm for O’Hara’s poetry is often concentrated 
around a small selection of his poetry, pithily titled and bound into a pocket-sized volume that is 
part of City Lights’ ‘Pocket Poets Series’. Tellingly, in 2014, when Lunch Poems turned 50 years 
old, the New York Times ran an article that called it ‘the little black dress of American poetry 
books, redolent of cocktails and cigarettes and theater tickets and phonograph records.’91 Such 
rhetoric simply rehearses the narrative which has come to be associated with O’Hara, and 
demonstrates the relative intransigence of such mythological sediment.  
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Despite the scholastic interventions to recalibrate the prevailing narrative of O’Hara’s 
legacy, his image in the mainstream media continues to retain the traces of an overly simplistic 
interpretation of O’Hara’s methods of self-mythologising, and fails to take into account the real 
cultural, political and social contexts within which his work was generated.  In 1997, twenty years 
after writing the first book-length study on Frank O’Hara, Marjorie Perloff wrote a new 
introduction to the latest reprint of her book, Frank O’Hara: Poet Among Painters. Her main aim in 
this essay was to point out how O’Hara scholarship has often been delineated by the ways in 
which he has been talked about and written, and to redress the balance (which her own book has 
contributed to).92 Referring to the way in which several prominent writers and critics had framed 
O’Hara’s work in the seventies, Perloff comments that the discourse of the time tended to 
gesture towards the ‘recognizably gay’ style of O’Hara’s writing, while at the same time 
suppressing any explicit references to his sexuality.93 Gilbert Sorrentino’s review of O’Hara’s 
Lunch Poems, Perloff notes as an example, describes O’Hara’s poetry as ‘moving in a world of wry 
elegance, of gesture, a world made up of a strictly New York joie de vivre: slightly down at the 
heels and rumpled, but with the kind of style always a step above current “style.”’ Perloff aligns 
Sorrentino’s language with that used by Thomas Byrom when he reviewed Perloff’s book 
alongside O’Hara’s Early Writing and Poems Retrieved in the Times Literary Supplement: 
 
His aesthetics are from a catalogue of late Victorian camp, a matter of excellent 
personal taste. He burned hard and gemlike; he drank and talked volubly. 
Though he later tried ideologies, the one he lived was a sociable and less frigid 
version of Paterian pop, and the one he wrote was a subjective impressionism. 
His syntax has little of the crafty or inspired appositiveness of the Surrealist; it is 
an articulation of mental chatter and drift, and his style depends for its success 
wholly on his sensibility.94 
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Perloff is certainly right in pointing out that terms such as ‘late Victorian camp,’ ‘Paterian pop’ 
and ‘mental chatter and drift,’ are now recognizable as ‘code terms for “queer,”’ highlighting the 
way in which discourse has often delineated the parameters of O’Hara scholarship, whether 
intentionally or not.95 Byrom’s assessment of O’Hara’s work, for example, is problematic, not 
only because it misplaces O’Hara within a lineage of (queer) decadent aestheticism, but because 
that emplacement is itself based partly on a common misinterpretation of Walter Pater’s work. 
‘To burn always with this hard, gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life,’ Pater 
writes in his first book Studies in the History of the Renaissance.96 But this celebrated apothegm 
arguably depends for its scintillation on the presumption of hedonistic paganism and moral 
frivolity for which Pater’s aesthetics is often castigated. As Elinor Shaffer notes in her preface to 
The Reception of Walter Pater in Europe, ‘Pater suggested a style of aesthetic sensibility in which 
sensation took precedence over moral values.’97 Byrom’s offhand characterization of O’Hara’s 
‘pop’ aesthetic as derivative of Pater’s is also provocative, because Pater’s academic reputation 
similarly encountered the conflation of biography and work – undoubtedly charged with the 
luridness of erotic subversion – that O’Hara’s own renown has often been plagued with. Stephen 
Bann elucidates the intertwining of personal myth, biography and literary work in Pater’s life, 
arguing:  
 
In the absence of any significant documentary evidence for his later life, the 
fictions that Pater invented, and the myths he embroidered, are all there is to 
flavour the thin gruel on which readers avid for biographical particularities hope 
to slake their thirst. Successive attempts to ‘out’ Pater in recent years have also 
had to confront, from their varying levels of sophistication, the tantalising 
ambiguity of his life story.98 
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The relative relaxation of sexual mores during O’Hara’s time meant that O’Hara, unlike Pater, 
was already ‘out’ and proud of it. However, the inclination to uncover ‘biographical 
particularities’ still remains fervent in many readings of O’Hara’s work, the insistent tangling of 
biography, constructed myth and poetry a striking characteristic of any account of O’Hara’s 
literary merit.  
 
O’Hara’s status as a delightful but otherwise unimportant poet in earlier years was 
cemented by the condescending generosity (or plain disdain) with which his work was treated, 
and by the frequent mischaracterisations to which it was subjected. Like Pater’s reputation, 
which is often defined by that one quote taken out of context and repeated all too frequently, 
O’Hara’s mythology is punctuated by ‘sound bites’ and pithy aphorisms excerpted from his 
writing. A review of O’Hara’s 1965 collection Love Poems by Marius Bewley in the New York 
Review of Books is illustrative of the general sentiment toward O’Hara’s poetry: ‘his long 
invertebrate verse can be amiable and gay, like streamers of crepe paper fluttering before an 
electric fan.’99 Thomas Meyer focalises the problem with great insight when he reviewed 
O’Hara’s work for Parnassus in 1977:  
 
However intricate the underpinning gender arrangements, we are still convinced 
the opposite of all that is authentic, expressive, and profound remains the light, 
quick, casual though deft gesture. And when considering greatness the absolutely 
enemy is camp, best exemplified by the urban, loose, and high-living male 
homosexual…. Then, too, the material O’Hara worked with looks too often on 
first glance chi-chi, dizzy, piss elegant, and faggoty. Or else his poems seem 
adolescent, their exuberance and excitement made embarrassing by what appears 
a lack of emotional maturity…. The qualities of emotion he wrote about, and 
from, are the hardest to admit: breathlessness, excitement, anticipation and 
expectation.100 
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When examining the narratives that accrue around O’Hara, hindsight makes it clear how 
effortlessly ‘a less frigid version of Paterian pop’ and ‘wry elegance’ become merely more 
patronizingly magnanimous versions of ‘chi-chi, dizzy, piss elegant, and faggoty.’ In all instances, 
marginalization occurs, whether overtly or more politely.  
  
In her study on the women of the New York School, Maggie Nelson offers penetrative 
insight into the type of marginalization that Meyer describes, arguing that the structure of literary 
merit depends on a patriarchal system that devalues homosexual or feminine traits (and which in 
many ways also tends to conflate the two). Highlighting the way in which O’Hara and his New 
York School colleagues were often the targets of homophobic ridicule even within their own 
artistic circle, she points out that homosexuality is often (mis)aligned with femininity, and that 
there is often a misogynistic positioning of ‘femininity and literary value… as mutually 
exclusive.’101 Nelson relates, as an example, how the Beats disdained the New York poets for 
being, in David Lehman’s words, ‘silly and effete’: in 1959, while onstage with O’Hara at the 
Living Theatre, Gregory Corso said patronizingly to O’Hara, ‘You see, you have it so easy 
because you’re a faggot. Why don’t you get married, you’d make a better father than I would.’102 
The ‘phenomenon of an artistic gay male brotherhood at the heart of a heterosexist, 
homophobic culture,’ Nelson points out, in and of itself ‘makes no guarantee against the kind of 
misogyny that can exist in homosocial circles, be they gay or straight or any variation thereof.’103 
The disparaging of femininity within the largely male literary community at the time was 
particularly pointed when it came to the New York School poets because they seemed to reject – 
or, were simply nonchalant about – the self-aggrandising, swaggering masculinity that many 
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artists and literary figures were adopting at the time. Michael Davidson points out, for example, 
that even the gay poet Jack Spicer despised the effeminacy of O’Hara, Ashbery and their cohort. 
In ‘Compulsory Homosociality: Charles Olson, Jack Spicer and the Gender of Poetics,’ 
Davidson writes: 
 
When asked about Spicer’s relation to the New York School, Landis Everson 
said that ‘he didn’t like them. He disliked John Ashbery intensely. He called him a 
‘faggot poet.’ John’s first book was called Some Trees and Jack always made it a 
point of pronouncing ‘Thumb Twees.’104 
 
The homosexuality that Spicer espoused instead was a complex performance of masculinity 
which was ‘based on a vertiginous logic that mixes homosexual desire, homophobia, and 
misogyny.’105 The nagging question of gender and poetics becomes ‘extremely pertinent’ in 
groundbreaking periods like the late 1950s, Davidson argues, ‘where the attempt to go beyond 
the artisanal poetics of high modernism often replicates phallic ideals of power, energy, and 
virtuosity that it would seem to contest.’106 Even among the poetic communities and models that 
represent significant repudiations of the traditional models of social identity in America, 
Davidson rightly cautions us against overlooking the ‘ideological closures [that] continue to 
speak through a verse so often characterized as open.’107  
  
 For O’Hara, who pursued an alternative masculinity to that prevalent at the time, and 
who once retorted in his poem ‘Biotherm (for Bill Berkson),’ ‘better a faggot than a farthead,’ 
this valorizing of a specific male subjectivity ultimately results in the disavowal of his work as 
worthy of poetic accolade. As Nelson notes, the writing of O’Hara and his New York School 
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colleagues has become known for a set of characteristics that is avowedly ‘not-macho,’ and that 
veers from the self-conscious, grandiose ambitions of great male Poets.  These characteristics, 
which have historically been aligned with the feminine, include, among others:  
 
the repeated use of localized names, dates, and places, along with a positive focus 
on the detritus of  ‘everyday life,’ including (or especially) that produced by 
consumption and domesticity; a distaste for grandiosity of all kinds, from 
institutional pretense to linguistic tropes that grope at metaphysical symbolism; a 
love of chatter, via such ephemeral modes of communication as lunch dates, 
telephone calls, and postcards… an attention to the action at the margins of 
consciousness, be it background noise, a Proustian web of involuntary memory, 
or simply the random flow of changes that constitute life on a city street…108 
 
What is significant about these poetic characteristics is that these very aspects of O’Hara’s poetry 
have become irretrievably entangled with the mythology he has crafted for himself. As O’Hara’s 
close friend Joe LeSueur recounts, despite O’Hara’s adamant opposition to the ‘gay ghetto 
principle,’ O’Hara ‘must have felt it necessary, as a point of pride and as a moral obligation, to 
hammer home to straight people that he was an uncontrite, arrogant queer who was not about to 
sing miserere or fall on his knees to anyone.’109 In this sense, not only does self-mythologising 
become imbricated with literary work, but O’Hara’s reception is also coloured by the dominant 
power structures and discourses, as well as the persistent narratives that are rehearsed about him.  
 
The substantial escalation in O’Hara’s reputation since 1977 has since rehabilitated 
O’Hara’s poetry for ‘serious’ academia. Yet, despite the significant developments in O’Hara 
scholarship, the tendency to relegate O’Hara to a particular area of study has remained a large 
pitfall. Consider the term ‘urban pastoral,’ which was first used by David Perkins in a Harvard 
lecture on Frank O’Hara and James Merrill, and which has subsequently has been reconfigured 
by Timothy Gray in his 2010 book Urban Pastoral: Natural Currents in the New York School. Gray 
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attempts to critically reassess the common conception of the poets of the New York School as 
merely ‘urban’ or ‘city’ poets, positing that these poets ‘learned to fashion an “open field” poetics 
within city limits’ and thus redraw the boundaries of what constitutes ‘nature writing.’110 
However, in 2008, just prior to the publication of Gray’s book, William Logan had used the term 
‘urban pastoral’ somewhat indiscriminately in his review of O’Hara’s Selected Poems: 
 
The poems describe an urban pastoral where no one has a real job, where 
martinis flow like nectar and where the days of Elysium are marked by the arrival 
of New World Writing. Whitman’s search for the democracy of the American 
demotic – what he called slang – had a century later become the hilarious 
musings of a vain young man about town.111  
  
Here ‘urban pastoral’ once again loses its critical edge and becomes a loose descriptive for what 
seems to be a Dionysian paradise of hedonism and frivolity. O’Hara’s insistent focus on the 
debris of everyday city life – which I argue in Chapter Three is a significant part of his politics 
and mythmaking – is dismissed as the ‘hilarious musings of a vain young man about town.’ The 
tenor of this statement echoes that of the critic Andrew Ross, who much earlier in 1989 argues 
that 
 
the hectic itinerary followed by [O’Hara] could just as well be that of a genteel 
lady about town…. In fact, ‘The Day Lady Died’ is an account of a lady’s day, 
played out by a man through an imagined lunch hour that is the very opposite of 
the power lunches being eaten in restaurants in the same few blocks by the men 
who make real history.112 
 
Ross’ essay makes the point about O’Hara articulating a deviant masculinity that actively 
distances itself from traditional forms of masculinity; but in so doing, he simultaneously divests 
O’Hara’s techniques of their subtle power by claiming that the poet ‘tends to accept what might 
                                                     
110 Timothy Gray, Urban Pastoral: Natural Currents in the New York School (Iowa City: University of Iowa 
Press, 2010), 7. 
111 Gray, Urban Pastoral, 205. 
112 Andrew Ross, ‘The Death of Lady Day,’ Poetics Journal 8 (June 1989): 68-77; reprinted in Elledge, Frank 
O’Hara, 380-391, see p388. 
 57 
have been stereotypically regarded as the social contours of gay masculinity in 1959.’113 And, in 
collapsing the nuances of gay sensibility with the monolithic view that male homosexuality is 
necessarily feminine, Ross rehearses the misogynistic/homophobic logic of Corso, albeit in less 
openly inflammatory terms: ‘The tone of the poem marks its obvious distance from the voice of 
legitimate masculinity; O’Hara’s is not the voice of the real public sphere, where real decisions 
are made by real men and where real politics is supposed to take place.’114 
 
Even some of the most forward-thinking and incisive scholars of O’Hara’s work can 
sometimes succumb to a critical angle which does not necessarily interrogate its own cultural 
assumptions. Ironically, Perloff’s own reconsideration of O’Hara’s work, while aiming to address 
the inadequacies of her study and re-contextualise O’Hara’s poetry, is one of these examples. She 
writes that one of the difficulties O’Hara’s reception history faced was that he was a ‘coterie 
figure, adored by his New York School friends and acolytes… but otherwise regarded (when 
regarded at all) as a charming minor poet.’115 While Perloff’s comment implies that the status of a 
‘coterie writer’ imputed to O’Hara was an unfortunate product of the times, its uncritical use of 
the term coterie arguably reduces O’Hara’s poetry to having a limited, specialized audience, and 
fails to take into account the wider sociocultural engagement of his work. Of course, the offhand 
characterisation also disregards the revolutionary potential of the coterie figure, for according to 
Theodore Adorno, coteries within an avant-garde are the only origin of aesthetic revolution. 
Significantly, in Frank O’Hara: The Poetics of Coterie, Shaw has also since offered a cogent argument 
for O’Hara’s use of proper names in his poetry (a rhetorical move that has earned him the title 
of coterie poet) as metonyms for cultural and literary ideas and stances.116  
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The narrative lines that cluster around and intersect at the nexus of ‘Frank O’Hara’ are 
important – and not merely because they have, as exemplified above, often overdetermined the 
direction of O’Hara scholarship, especially in its early years. They are also significant because 
when a bio-icon such as O’Hara trades on the ‘saleability’ (and even before this, as with both 
Pater and O’Hara, the ‘disclosability’) of his life story, the mechanisms of the story-telling 
process become crucial to any scholarship examining the cultural biography of the icon. As I will 
further elaborate in the following chapters, the narration of these stories and their reception were 
necessarily shaped by the unique social, cultural and political exigencies of Cold War America. 
But significantly, they were also generated within an atmosphere of profound intensification in 
the theorizing and conceptualizing of ‘the avant-garde.’ Here it is necessary to note the 
complexity of the cultural terrain of avant-gardism in the 1950s and 60s, and how the response 
to, and subsequent concretisation of the O’Hara mythology was fomented in part by the limits of 
avant-gardism and its interaction with critical scholarship.  
 
In his essay on the readability of the Marquis de Sade, Marcelin Pleynet points out that 
Sade remains largely unreadable because, as a radical, his writing positions itself as outside the 
cultural code of understanding within which we as readers are circumscribed: 
 
… it is impossible to address this reading without first of all addressing the 
cultural code which refuses it, without first of all acknowledging that we are 
nothing but the products of this code, and that, in the course of our reading of 
                                                     
Perloff’s claim that O’Hara was a coterie figure is, in a variety of different forms, a baseline to 
critical writing on O’Hara from the 1950s to the present. The idea of O’Hara as a coterie poet 
emerges both from his intimate links to a circle of famous artists and writers and from the 
intimate referential practices of his work, in particular his conspicuous use of proper names, 
especially those of his friends. 
 
However, Shaw’s study aims to provide a revision of the term ‘coterie’; he argues that coterie writing is 
never a purely textual phenomenon, and posits that ‘reading a coterie thus might be considered an 
exemplary problem in considering this seam between the textual and the empirical’ – a theme that 
resonates significantly with O’Hara’s reception. Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 2,4. 
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Sade, whether we like it or not, we are actually complicit, even in our desire to 
understand, with the various types of censure we might have set ourselves against 
to begin with.117 
 
Pleynet claims that the challenge of radical or subversive art such as Sade’s is that it necessarily 
demands from the reader a self-consciousness which ‘thinks through the multiplicitous 
articulations of textual contradictions and which thinks its own insertion into the order of this 
contradictions.’118 Mike Sell therefore uses Pleynet’s arguments to argue for a reading of avant-
garde performance which insists on self-reflexivity and sensitivity to the particular cultural 
moment in which it is positioned. Pleynet’s essay, he claims, allows us to see  
 
how critics in the sixties were limited by the conceptual, methodological, and 
institutional structures of their historical moment and geopolitical situation as 
well as how they were constrained by transhistorical, structural conditions that 
impact avant-garde scholarship and criticism at all times.119 
 
While O’Hara’s poetry does not push the same moral boundaries as Sade’s does, the same critical 
myopia which demarcates the latter’s reception is arguably also applicable to O’Hara’s work. 
Indeed, Pleynet notes that ‘it is only slightly surprising to see the importance accorded to Sade’s 
biography while practically no critical study has been devoted to the cultural references which 
inform and authorize the work.’120 Without acknowledging the limits of criticism and taking into 
account the specificity of O’Hara’s cultural moment, O’Hara, like Sade, ‘can never be read in a 
noncontradictory, objective, impersonal way… since his writings purposefully and systematically 
hamper such an effort.’121 To understand the ‘unreadability’ or misinterpretation of O’Hara’s 
work, then, it is necessary to bring into view the expectations of ‘the’ avant-garde which were 
                                                     
117 Marcelin Pleynet, ‘The Readability of Sade,’ trans., Patrick ffrench, in The Tel Quel Reader, ed. Patrick 
ffrench and Roland-François Lack (New York: Routledge, 1998), 109. 
118 Pleynet, ‘The Readability of Sade,’ 119. 
119 Mike Sell, ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Theorized,’ Introduction to Avant-Garde Performance and the 
Limits of Criticism: Approaching the Living Theatre, Happenings/ Fluxus, and the Black Arts Movement (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2008), 7. 
120 Pleynet, ‘The Readability of Sade,’ 110. 
121 Sell, ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Theorized,’ 8. 
 60 
becoming increasingly widespread during the fifties and sixties, and the way in which O’Hara’s 
version of avant-gardism positions itself outside the boundaries of these interpretative 
frameworks.  
 
 In the 1950s and 60s, the sentiment that the avant-garde was losing its critical edge was a 
progressively popular idea within academic circles. In 1952, the left-wing publication Partisan 
Review published a three-part symposium titled, ‘Our Country and Our Culture,’ in which a group 
of twenty-five intellectuals were asked questions about the position of the intellectual within 
American culture. The majority of the respondents agreed on the ‘embourgeoisement of the 
American intelligentsia’ – in other words, faced with increasing prosperity, a disenchantment 
with the vanguard’s promiscuous dalliance with (the spectacularly failed) Stalinism, and the post-
war growth of universities and think tanks, American intellectuals had given up their weapons 
and surrendered to the so-called establishment.122 As Partisan Review editor Philip Rahv put it: 
 
It is true, of course, that of late American artists and intellectuals have largely 
come to terms with the realities of the national life. Hence, if they no longer feel 
‘disinherited’ and ‘astray’ as the editorial statement suggests, neither for that 
matter are they attached to any more of the attitudes of dissidence and revolt that 
prevailed among them for some decades. As their mood has shifted from 
opposition to acceptance, they have grown unreceptive to extreme ideas, less 
exacting and ‘pure’ in ideological commitment, more open to the persuasions of 
actuality.123 
 
In other words, as Mark Silverberg explains in his important discussion of the New York School 
poets and the neo-avant-garde, ‘To strike the radical pose in the New York Art world of the 
early 1960s… was simply to submit to a passé fashion.’124 Silverberg points out that the poets of 
the New York School began to develop their distinctive styles at a particular point in American 
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cultural history, ‘when the insurgent Abstract Expressionists were in the process of being ousted 
by Pop, an art which seemed to many to accept rather than reject the status quo and the 
consumer institutions it reproduced.’125 Furthermore, radical revolutionary gestures were 
perceived as being rapidly subsumed into a rabid consumer culture, packaged into fashionable 
commodities. The immense success of the rebellious early avant-garde movements meant that 
‘adversary culture was becoming popular culture, as corporate and consumer America went 
about the task of transforming radical art into a useable, saleable form of what Tom Wolfe called 
“radical chic.”’126 
 
Thus the so-called death of the avant-garde was widely proclaimed in America; but what 
liberal intellectuals like Rahv overlook, however, is the way in which cultural radicals like O’Hara 
complicate the meaning of the political, and in so doing, mount political dissidence and protest 
in ways that alienate them from even the liberalist institutions that might seem most receptive to 
them. Kristine Stiles perceptively points out that it is the very presumption of innovation and the 
fantasy of radical progressivity that contributes to the weakness of the avant-garde model. She 
demonstrates little patience for proponents of the avant-garde’s death, arguing that in their 
preference for a narrow view of ‘radicalism’ over the truly radical (which Stiles defines as 
changing things at the root), they gloss over the pluralistic, profoundly local and specific ways in 
which avant-gardism is still vitally effective: 
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… avant-gardes are expected to conform to the rules established for their codes 
of representation and conduct. Susan Suleiman succinctly summarized this 
framework of expectations: ‘The hallmark of an avant-garde practice or project – 
or dream – [is] the attempt to effect radical change and innovation both in the 
symbolic field (including what has been called the aesthetic realm) and in the 
social and political filed of everyday life.’ This widely accepted view of the avant-
garde keeps faith with normative descriptions of it and automatically consigns 
avant-gardes’ practices to a ‘dream’ in which they are figured as a special vehicle 
for successive utopian visions. Such a view deprives multiple and simultaneous 
avant-gardes of their real contributions to (and in) real cultural, social, and 
political contexts, and fails to acknowledge their effective altercations of 
conventional ways of seeing and reenvisioning life.127  
 
Stiles suggests that losing an appreciation of the specificity of the radical artistic encounter and 
subscribing to abstract theories of ‘the’ avant-garde renders such events impotent and strips 
them of their ethical and social contributions. These oversights ‘account for some of the reasons 
it has been so easy, so often to proclaim the death of both an avant-garde and the avant-garde.’ 
Both views, she insists, ‘equally consign multiple avant-gardes to failure, either by constructing a 
fantasy of transformation within a utopian discourse of reform, or… by limiting radical 
observation and practice to narrowly defined “new discursive frameworks”.’128 
 
 Stiles’ assessment of the repeated obituaries written for the avant-garde puts pressure on 
the type of prejudicial views that have come to plague literary avant-gardism such as O’Hara’s, 
which maintains its commitment to vanguardism in deeply ironic ways that move beyond the 
contours of avant-gardism delineated by the liberal intelligentsia at mid-century. O’Hara’s work 
maintains its subversive political undercurrent precisely because it does not engage in fierce 
combat with the hegemonic and oppressive social circumstances of his time. Rather, as John 
Ashbery argues in his essay, ‘Frank O’Hara’s Question,’ he merely opts for a way of reworking 
the extant cultural codes in a provokingly indifferent manner: 
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Frank O’Hara’s poetry has no program and therefore cannot be joined. It does 
not advocate against sex and dope as a panacea for the ills of modern society; it 
does not speak out against the war in Viet Nam or in favor of civil rights; it does 
not paint gothic vignettes of the post-Atomic Age: in a word, it does not attack 
the establishment. It merely ignores its right to exist, and is thus a source of 
annoyance for partisans of every stripe.129 
 
 
Similar to gay artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns, O’Hara’s poetry eschews the 
mythology of the alienated artist and declines to take up a pugnacious fighting stance. Jonathan 
Katz astutely notes that both Rauschenberg’s and Johns’ methods operated in contrast to the 
previous wave of hyper-masculine Abstract Expressionist artists, who ‘had stubbornly held fast 
to a largely pre-war heroic mythology of the disinterested, dissident intellectual capable of a 
utopian transformative enterprise through the labor of making art.’130 
 
 Lacking a distinctly polemical force, O’Hara’s poetry does not bear the hallmarks of a 
politically antagonistic poetry such as Ginsberg’s or Corso’s, which was considered anti-
establishment and thus avant-garde. At the same time, however, it certainly refuses a reading that 
aligns it with the literary establishment. In his essay, ‘Gay Language as Political Praxis,’ Bruce 
Boone notes that during the 1950s 
 
literary life and particularly poetry saw itself as largely divided between what was 
thought of as academic poetry on the one hand, and a new bohemian or beatnik 
poetry of protest on the other. This division in literary life was an important one 
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in the self-estimation of writers themselves; it suggested that the alternative or 
‘beat’ writing was in fact a movement of real social opposition.131 
 
 
Without distinct allegiances to either camp, O’Hara’s poetry is often subjected to a critical 
reception that seems distinctly uncomfortable with, or dismissive of, his literary techniques and 
takes them at face value. The unreadability of O’Hara for academic critics can be discerned in 
Helen Vendler’s 1972 article in Parnassus: Poetry in Review, which hones in on the poet’s ‘utter 
absence of what might be called an intellectual syntax.’132 Vendler argues that such a refusal of 
intellectual syntax repudiates both maleness and ideology, and offers an incomprehensible anti-
logic of its own: 
 
The wish not to impute significance has rarely been stronger in lyric poetry… 
Such a radical and dismissive logic flouts the whole male world and its relentless 
demand for ideologies, causes, and systems of significance.133 
 
While Vendler notes correctly O’Hara’s rejection of hegemonic male norms, her formulation of 
his poetry as an ambiguous language without syntax or significance consigns his work to the 
textually playful and superficial (which she clearly regards as anti-male). Tellingly, Vendler goes 
on to conclude: 
 
We may regret the equableness and charm of our guide and wish him 
occasionally more Apollinian or more Dionysian (the sex poems aren’t very 
good, though they try hard and are brave in their homosexual details), but there’s 
no point wishing O’Hara other than he was.134 
 
Thus O’Hara’s poetry becomes relegated to a zone of liminality (neither Apollinian nor 
Dionysian) and triteness, in which his language is deemed illogical, and his sex poems ‘not very 
good.’  
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Charles Altieri’s essay, ‘The Significance of Frank O’Hara,’ written the following year, 
takes a more theoretical approach to O’Hara’s work, reading it as a Derridean text. Nevertheless, 
Altieri arguably employs the same rhetoric of unreadability to analyse O’Hara’s poetry, albeit in a 
more academic manner. He writes that ‘Presence then is a central value for O’Hara; but what 
kind of presence is it he affirms? First and foremost it is a demystified one stripped of… 
ontological vestments.’135 Altieri suggests, for example, that the significance of the city for 
O’Hara is merely that  
 
there are no enduring seasonal motifs or patterns of duration underlying and 
sustaining the multiplicity of city phenomena. They exist completely in the 
moment. And they exist superficially. In the city, as in O’Hara’s ontology, 
interesting and engaging details are continually becoming present. Yet not only 
do these momentary apparitions promise no underlying significance or meanings 
to be interpreted, they actually resist any attempt on our part to know them 
better.136 
 
Altieri’s reading of O’Hara’s poetry as a Derridean ‘text’ without stable meanings, however, 
removes any semblance of social and cultural specificity, which is critical to understanding the 
political and ethical nuances of O’Hara’s poetry. As Boone points out, Altieri’s focus on the 
‘disruptiveness’ of O’Hara’s text ‘can only refer us over and over again to itself alone – not social 
practice…. what remains is a kind of universalizing arbitrariness or language “playfulness” that is 
characteristic of textuality as such.’137  
 
Yet, O’Hara’s poetry is not simply indifferent to the establishment, as Ashbery suggests; 
and neither is it merely a playful mirage of superficial linguistic tricks. Rather, displaying a sharp 
cognizance about the persistent criticism of the avant-garde, it refuses to consign the avant-garde 
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to the past, and in so doing goes even further in its challenge of the status quo. Not only does it 
position the self as a conduit for interrogating the cultural, social and political contexts of his 
work, but it also systematically challenges the reception of his work and the critique of vanguard 
thought that was prevalent among the liberal intelligentsia of the time. In his essay 
‘Identification,’ Katz argues that what Moira Roth calls ‘the aesthetics of indifference’ can be 
more productively read as a subtle politics of resistance by homosexual artists operating under 
oppressive Cold War circumstances. Katz suggests that Derrida’s term ‘indecidable’ can be 
substituted for Roth’s ‘indifference,’ so as to restore a political utility to the praxis of artists such 
as Marcel Duchamp, Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg: 
 
What makes something an indecidable is that it cannot be fitted into the 
totalizing oppositional economy of binarism. Indecidables do not constitute or 
construct a third term in a traditional Hegelian dialectic, for that would only 
produce yet another binary logos. Instead they subject the binarism itself to 
scrutiny. This irritating resistance of indecidables to the polarizing either/or of 
our habitual epistemology is what makes them so effective in deconstruction.138 
 
This defiance of demarcations is arguably what O’Hara’s avant-garde praxis subscribes to, and it 
is precisely what renders his poetry indecipherable for many critics – much as Johns’ blank 
paintings, or Cage’s silent performances were. In his essay on Franz Kline, O’Hara recognises 
this same denial of binaries in the artist: ‘Unlike many of his contemporaries, Kline was never 
consciously avant-garde. He had none of the polemical quality which must establish itself for a 
movement or style and against any or all others.’139 Thus Silverberg, who also argues for an 
‘indifferent aesthetic’ in O’Hara and his New York School counterparts, contends that these 
poets ‘must be seen in a different light: that of the neo-avant-garde, a loose grouping of 
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movements that both participate in and reconstruct the projects of the historical avant-garde 
movements.’140  
 
O’Hara’s facetious epithalamion, ‘Poem Read at Joan Mitchell’s,’ written for Mitchell’s 
marriage to Joe Hazan, exemplifies this recuperative aesthetic. He exclaims campily of the 
marriage: 
 
 It’s so 
 original, hydrogenic, anthropomorphic, fiscal, post-anti-esthetic, 
     bland, unpicturesque and WilliamCarlosWilliamsian! 
 It’s definitely not 19th Century, it’s not even Partisan Review, it’s  
     new, it must be vanguard!141 
 
Here O’Hara uses a list of standards assumed of the avant-garde to convey his sentiments about 
Mitchell’s impending nuptials, and in collapsing the personal with the larger discourse on the 
avant-garde, he insists upon a counter-history which uses the intimate as a reference point. 
Similarly, further on in the poem O’Hara articulates a gentle annoyance at the cultural wars 
waged over ‘Faulkner’s inferiority to Tolstoy while sand gets into my bathing trunks.’142 Sand in 
one’s bathing trunks, an intimate irritation, is put on the same plane of (non-)importance as 
arguments over literary value. William Carlos Williams becomes an adjective, a brand name or 
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index for progressivity; and the Partisan Review, anxious as it was about the state of the avant-
garde, is considered passé (‘it’s not even Partisan Review, it’s / new, it must be vanguard!’). 
O’Hara also indicates that the lines between tradition and the new are too simplistically drawn – 
he asserts satirically that if something cannot be classified as ‘19th Century’ or ‘Partisan Review,’ 
then it must conclusively be ‘vanguard.’ The gradations on the vast spectrum between these 
classifications are thus effaced, and all nuances collapsed into a strict taxonomy. Hal Foster’s 
litany of charges against a generic avant-garde model can perhaps be used to express in an 
alternate form O’Hara’s satirical description of what ‘must be vanguard’: ‘the ideology of 
progress, the presumption of originality, the elitist hermeneutism, the historical exclusivity, the 
appropriation by the culture industry.’143 
 
 In his use of the traditional form of the epithalamion to express these sentiments, 
O’Hara expresses a critical awareness of history, the avant-garde tradition and its reception; the 
poem reflexively maneuvers through the expectations of the avant-garde using the linguistic 
traits of the avant-garde (a campy, Surrealistic tone for example), while denying any 
straightforward alignment with the historical avant-garde. In so doing, O’Hara interrogates the 
conditions by which one qualifies as ‘avant-garde.’ Further on in the poem, he announces 
dramatically – albeit with a campy caveat – his willingness to participate in the textual avant-
garde: ‘let’s advance and change everything, but leave these little oases in / case the heart gets 
thirsty en route.’ For O’Hara, progressive poetry need not always have a prescriptive agenda to 
abandon all forms of tradition. Rather, he remains open to leaving ‘little oases’ of tradition that 
he can return to, constantly renewing and recycling form and content, and reviving past 
traditions (in particular past avant-gardes) as raw materials for his own work. O’Hara’s poetics 
therefore break down the hegemonic boundaries between avant-garde and tradition, subscribing 
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to what Katz terms an aesthetic of negation, which he sees as coterminous with Derrida’s 
indecidability: ‘both depend on, and then negate, that which they oppose as the sole means of 
marking out their difference.’144 
 
In many ways, this praxis of depending upon something which one seeks to negate or 
subvert is discernible in the way O’Hara employs different tropes in his mythopoiesis of the self. 
In the next three chapters, I further tease out the implications of O’Hara’s self-mythologising 
techniques, arguing that they both sustain and undercut the narratives most prevalent in his 
legacy. If, as I argue following Deleuze, being is not a fixed substance or subject, but consists of 
flows of desire, becomings and intensities; then I posit that what is purportedly within the 
cultural frame necessarily leaks out, or constantly escapes its boundaries. My analysis of O’Hara 
as an icon aims to focalise this excess, the way in which O’Hara constantly undermines his own 
reification and transformation into a static icon. 
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 Chapter Two: ‘Call me / Yes okay I’ll call you’: 
Frank O’Hara and the Mythopoetics of the Telephone 
 
2.1 Staying on the Line with Frank O’Hara  
 
In the extant O’Hara scholarship, O’Hara’s seemingly insouciant attitude towards poetic 
composition – a propensity for a ‘just go on your nerve’ type of writing – has been so critically 
alluring that it has often sedimented into a metonymical way of reading O’Hara’s oeuvre. When 
Herbert Leibowitz reviewed O’Hara’s Collected Poems for the New York Times Book Review in 1971, 
he described O’Hara as ‘an aesthetic courtier who had taste and impudence and prodigious 
energy.’1  And in her essay ‘The Virtue of the Alterable,’ Helen Vendler suggests that  
 
Frank O’Hara’s charms are inseparable from his overproduction – the offhand remark, 
the fleeting notation of a landscape, the Christmas or birthday verse, the impromptu 
souvenir of a party – these are his common forms, as though he roamed through life 
snapping Polaroid pictures, pulling them out of his drawer and throwing them in a desk 
drawer sixty seconds later.2  
 
Both Vendler and Leibowitz are clearly reiterating the myth of O’Hara as the brilliant (if 
somewhat frivolous and mercurial) socialite poet, the decadent flâneur constantly on the move 
throughout New York City, composing poems on the fly.  
 
Significantly, in a large proportion of the secondary textual material accruing around the 
sign of O’Hara, phrases and terms borrowed from the poet’s own writing, especially ‘Personism,’ 
tend to feature prominently in different iterations. Even the avant-garde poet-critic Gilbert 
Sorrentino’s consideration of O’Hara’s work exemplifies this tendency to take O’Hara’s mock 
manifestoes and poetic statements at face value. Rehearsing the language used in ‘Personism,’ 
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Sorrentino asserts that O’Hara’s poems are to be read as entities in a discrete social setting, as 
‘communications from [O’Hara] to persons.’3 For these readers, this is what O’Hara was 
ostensibly referring to when he quipped, ‘While I was writing [the poem] I was realizing that if I 
wanted to I could use the telephone instead of writing the poem, and so Personism was born.’4 
O’Hara’s biographer Gooch interprets this statement literally, referring to O’Hara as ‘the poet 
whose poems, as he would describe them half-seriously in his 1959 manifesto “Personism,” were 
simply unmade telephone calls.’5 Similarly, Harvard poet and critic Stephen Burt writes:  
 
In actuality, it grew out of a love affair (not with Jones; probably with Vincent 
Warren) and consisted of the smitten O’Hara’s realization that love poems might 
not differ in intention, nor in effect, from phone calls: ‘I realized that if I wanted 
to I could use the telephone instead of writing the poem, and so Personism was 
born.’ Poems, in other words, are only one kind of intimate communication, and ought 
to be at least as impressive, at least as personal, perhaps, as the others (even if 
their forms differ). Every poem is or could be a ‘Personal Poem’ (an O’Hara 
title), with an ‘I’ and a ‘you,’ and a hope, not that heaven will favour the poet, but 
that ‘one person out of the 8,000,000 is / thinking of me.’6 
 
 
More recently on 24 July 2016, the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London organized a public 
symposium organized to celebrate the life and legacy of O’Hara on the fiftieth anniversary of his 
death. One of the panel papers, by Nikolai Duffy, explored O’Hara’s sense of poetry as 
‘conversation and correspondence,’ taking as its premise that ‘for O’Hara, poems are 
conversations; as he put it in his 1959 manifesto, “Personism,” “I realized that if I wanted to I 
could use the telephone instead of writing the poem.”’7 Here we see the same phrase from 
                                                     
3 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 3. 
4 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 499. Dated 3 September 1959. First published in Yūgen 7 (1961). 
5 Brad Gooch, City Poet: The Life and Times of Frank O’Hara (New York: Knopf, 1993), 149-50. 
6 Stephen Burt, ‘Okay I’ll call you/ Yes call me: Frank O’Hara’s “Personism”,’ Poets.org, 1 January 2005, 
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/okay-ill-call-you-yes-call-me-frank-oharas-personism. 
7 Nikolai Duffy, ‘Poetry Before Instagram or, I want you to know I was thinking of you today: Some 
thoughts on Frank O’Hara and personal poetry,’ paper presented at ‘Frank O’Hara and Friends: The Day 
Before O’Hara Died,’ public symposium, Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, 24 July 2016, 
https://archive.ica.art/sites/default/files/downloads/Abstracts%20-
%20The%20Day%20Before%20O%27Hara%20Died.pdf 
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‘Personism’ quoted again, a repeated trace gesture which elucidates the extent to which this view 
of O’Hara’s work has permeated scholarship, even to this day. 
 
 
Figure 2. Mario Schifano, photograph of Frank 
O’Hara on the telephone, New York, 1965. 
 
 
However, the interpretation of ‘Personism’ or the telephone as a metonymical expression 
of O’Hara’s poetics is quite easily one of the most pervasive legends about O’Hara – a 
Barthesian myth that presents itself as indisputable and natural, rather than man-made and 
contingent. Recounting the well-known tale of O’Hara’s literary dexterity in the composition of 
‘Personism’ itself, Silverberg perspicaciously points out that ‘[t]he story of the composition of 
O’Hara’s infamous poetic manifesto is a perfect illustration of the myths of his writing method 
and of the program he sets out.’8 My argument then, is that much of the way O’Hara has been 
                                                     
8 Silverberg, New York School Poets and the Neo-Avant-Garde, 46. 
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read and critiqued – as a charismatic social force and a startlingly spontaneous poetic genius – 
has been delineated by the way in which numerous images and stories about him converge with 
certain readings of his poetry, thus bolstering the prevalent O’Hara myth and strengthening 
certain narrative threads over others. Shaw cautions against this very practice of reading of 
O’Hara exclusively on his own terms, arguing that it produces a very restrictive and narrow 
interpretation: 
  
For most O’Hara critics the line or short citation has been the primary unit of 
analysis – with multiple lines from different poems seeming to prove the same 
point and each chapter taking up a different thematic focus. The result has been 
to downplay the more social and analytical features of O’Hara’s poetry and to 
construe it instead as a set of fragmentary, casual, speech-based ‘lines’ – only 
occasionally brought together. In this reading ‘Personism’ frequently becomes the 
core of O’Hara’s theory. This decision is itself disputable because the poems 
arguably are more reflexive about his poetry then this one metapoetic statement.9  
 
For Shaw, as for Hampson and Montgomery, the editors of Frank O’Hara Now, curtailing the 
interpretation of O’Hara’s poetry so that it falls within the expected parameters of what his 
‘voice’ should say, risks glossing over much of the nuance in O’Hara’s work.  
 
The O’Hara of most accounts is the dazzling, witty poet who was irascible in life, 
impetuous and as he puts in one of his poems, brimming with ‘the ecstasy of always bursting 
forth!’ The capricious roving over cultural surfaces, the startling spontaneity of his compositions, 
has been central to understandings of O’Hara as a major postmodern poet and city poet of 
mobility. Perloff’s monograph accentuates this representation of O’Hara with particular cogency. 
Her reading of O’Hara’s ‘To Hell with It’ – in which the poet exclaims, ‘How I hate subject 
matter! … and all things that don’t change, / photographs, / monuments, / memories of Bunny 
and Gregory and me in costume’ – concludes: 
 
                                                     
9 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 10. 
 74 
Photographs, monuments, static memories – ‘all things that don’t change’ – these 
have no place in the poet’s world. We can now understand why O’Hara loves the 
motion picture, action painting, and all forms of dance – art forms that capture the 
present rather than the past, the present in all its chaotic splendor.10  
 
 
Perloff’s articulation of O’Hara’s frenetic energy and bustling creativity has been repeatedly 
substantiated by lively anecdotes and fond reminiscences from the poet’s friends. Within this 
context, the aesthetic that characterizes the physical way he moved through the city and what he 
most loved often becomes conflated with his methods of poetic composition. The myth of 
O’Hara’s excessiveness, loquaciousness and restlessness too, are somehow yoked to his being on 
the telephone. Joe Brainard, for example, writes: 
 
I remember that Frank O’Hara talked on the telephone a lot. He drank a lot. He 
smoked a lot. And he ate in French restaurants a lot. I think that almost 
everything Frank did he did a lot. He went to parties a lot. He laughed a lot. 
Loved a lot. And he cried a lot.11 
 
In various other elegies for the poet, memories abound of his remarkable capacity for seemingly 
spontaneous compositions. Brainard relates this now-familiar anecdote of O’Hara: 
 
I remember seeing Frank O’Hara write a poem once. We were watching a 
western on TV and he got up as tho’ to answer the telephone or to get a drink 
but instead he went over to the typewriter, leaned over it for a bit, and typed for 
four or five minutes standing up. Then he lay back down to watch more TV. I 
don’t remember the poem except that it had some cowboy dialect in it.12 
 
Kenneth Koch also writes a similar account of O’Hara’s astonishing poetic ability in Homage to 
Frank O’Hara:  
 
One of the most startling things about Frank in the period when I first knew him 
was his ability to write a poem when other people were talking, or even to get up 
in the middle of a conversation, get his typewriter, and write a poem, sometimes 
participating in the conversation while doing so. This may sound affected when I 
describe it, but it wasn’t so at all. The poems he wrote in this way were usually 
                                                     
10 Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 21. 
11 Brainard, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 167. 
12 Brainard, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ 167. 
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very good poems. I was electrified by his ability to do this and at once tried 
myself – (with considerably less success).13 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Fred McDarrah, photograph of Frank O’Hara at the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, 20 January 1960. 
 
 
This aesthetic of flux and movement, the famous poetic spontaneity that characterizes anecdotes 
of O’Hara, was elegantly encapsulated in the 1960 photograph of O’Hara by Fred McDarrah, 
which captures O’Hara in a moment of motion, mid-stride through the revolving door of the 
                                                     
13 Kenneth Koch, ‘A Note on Frank O’Hara in the Early Fifties,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to 
Frank O’Hara, 26. In the ‘Notes on the Poems and Essays’ in O’Hara’s Collected Poems, James Schuyler 
recalls how O’Hara is taken by a flash of inspiration and suddenly composes a poem, a practice which 
seems ostensibly to be his modus operandi:  
 
The day this was written I was having breakfast (i.e. coffee) with Frank and Joe [LeSueur] at 326 
East 49th Street, and the talk turned to Frank’s unquenchable inspiration, in a teasing way on my 
part and Joe’s. The cigarette smoke began jetting from Frank’s nostrils and he went into the next 
room and wrote SLEEPING ON THE WING in a great clatter of keys.’ O’Hara, Collected Poems, 
536. 
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Museum of Modern Art – it was O’Hara at the interface, so to speak, between the bustling New 
York streets which he loved and the high art of which he was a curator at the MoMA.14 The 
most well-known pictures and paintings of O’Hara are not dissimilar; they frequently feature 
O’Hara caught mid-action, mid-laugh, mid-conversation. Talking about a portrait that she 
painted of O’Hara, the artist Jane Freilicher, with whom O’Hara was exceptionally close, says:  
 
my painting was just an attempt to capture a fleeting sense of his physical 
presence as he seemed, so often, to be standing in the doorway of a room, one 
arm bent up at the elbow, his weight poised on the balls of his feet, maybe saying 
something funny or charming, proffering a drink or listening attentively, alert and 
delightful.15 
 
                                                     
14 Brian Glavey has also pointed out that the photo ‘elegantly summarises O’Hara’s reputation as the 
postmodern poet of restless mobility, spinning out odes and elegies in the odd moment of his lunch 
break, always open to the life of the city around him and to the works of art that were his passion.’ Brian 
Glavey, ‘Frank O' Hara Nude with Boots,’ in The Wallflower Avant-Garde: Modernism, Sexuality and Queer 
Ekphrasis (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 103. 
15 Jane Freilicher, comment on artwork, in Homage to Frank O’Hara, ed. Berkson and LeSueur, 23; Jane 
Freilicher, Frank O’Hara, 1951, oil on canvas, collection of Ariel Follett O’Hara, Chicago, and J. Philip 
O’Hara, Providence. 
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 Figure 4. Jane Freilicher, Frank O’Hara, 1951. 
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It is this same O’Hara – cigarette dangling casually from one hand, leaning in the 
doorway as he talks on the phone – that graces the cover of Joe LeSueur’s Digressions on Some 
Poems by Frank O’Hara (2004). It is not surprising, then, given the recurrent yoking of spontaneity 
and nimbleness with O’Hara’s poetics and the repeated use of his ‘telephone quote’ in academic 
criticism, that the trope of O’Hara on the phone should become a compelling motif that 
permeates his work. Publicity, as Ghosh has pointed out, works primarily through the value-
producing processes of standardization and repetition, impelling the singular image into 
generality.16 As a certain graphic inscription is repeatedly substantiated, symbolic sediment 
condenses around this single graphic trace. Over time, the trace becomes marked as definitive, 
entering the currents of myth-making as the most culturally familiar image of the icon.  
 
 
Figure 5.  Cover of Joe LeSueur, Digressions on  
Some Poems by Frank O’Hara: A Memoir  
(New York: Macmillan, 2004). 
                                                     
16 Ghosh, Global Icons, 147. 
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The recurrence of a pre-existing trace in its different iterations gestures clearly to the way 
in which symbolic valence has been condensed into this image of O’Hara. Given the poet’s 
purportedly autobiographical poetry, the literary authenticity read into his work and poetic 
statements is bolstered by the way public images of O’Hara often bear an authenticating stamp – 
portraits drawn from real life, candid photographs capturing O’Hara mid-action and lively stories 
about his compositional methods. This material trace lends them a classic ‘reality fix,’ wherein 
the lingering visual memory of such images in the cultural repository naturalizes (this really 
happened) and legitimizes (this is objective truth) subsequent remediations.  
 
My argument in this chapter is that this particular interpretation of O’Hara’s poetics and 
his methods of composition are subverted by his very use of the telephone as the central figure 
for his poetics. The telephone or the telephonic conversation does not only feature in 
‘Personism’; it also echoes throughout O’Hara’s poetry and prose in various forms, both as a 
metaphor and as a structural frame for his poetry. His choice of this trope is compelling because 
it performs a telephonic deconstruction of subjectivity, presence, and intimacy. Seductively 
offering the illusion or simulacrum of all these, the telephone ultimately imbricates distance and 
disembodiment into its very operation; it holds together what it separates, connecting and 
cleaving in the same instance and creating a space, as Avital Ronell writes in The Telephone Book, 
of ‘asignifying breaks.’17 Ronell elaborates: 
 
the telephone maintains this line of disconnection while dissimulating the loss, 
acting like a pacifier. But at the same time it acts as a monument to an irreducible 
disconnection and thus runs like incorporation, a kind of pathology inhibiting 
mourning, offering an alternative to the process of introjection. In this sense the 
telephone operates along lines whose structures promote phantasmic, 
unmediated, instantaneous, magical, sometimes hallucinatory flashes.18 
 
                                                     
17 Avital Ronell, The Telephone Book: Technology—Schizophrenia––Electric Speech (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1989), 4. 
18 Ronell, Telephone Book, 341. 
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Earlier in ‘Personism,’ O’Hara himself hints at the possibility that the central trope of his 
manifesto may be much more fraught with tension than initially apparent, when he insists that 
Personism ‘does not have to do with personality or intimacy, far from it!’ If the telephone severs 
a voice from its body, why then does this poet, whose poems so often celebrate the physical 
body inscribed in writing, choose this technological device as a recurrent theme in his writing? 
Why does he come back to it as a central trope in his (mock) manifesto, when, as Eric Prenowitz 
puts it, the telephone ‘seems to effect an absolute elision of the body while giving passage to the 
disembodied voice’?19  
 
O’Hara’s interest in the technology of the telephone is not singular by far. Freud has 
referred to the telephone as a structural metaphor for the unconscious, and according to Ronell, 
the technological apparatus has made its appearance in the literary works of historical greats such 
as Duras, Joyce, Kafka, Rilke and Strindberg.20 Most pertinently for my analysis of O’Hara’s use 
of this trope, the telephonic structure has long held a fascination for philosophers such as 
Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida and Hélène Cixous, precisely for its uncanny ability to 
seemingly offer certitude, while withdrawing it in the same motion. Especially for Derrida and 
                                                     
19 Eric Prenowitz, ‘Crossing Lines: Jacques Derrida and Hélène Cixous on the Phone,’ in ‘“Who?” or 
“What” – Jacques Derrida,’ special issue, Discourse 30, no.1/2 (Winter & Spring 2008), 137. 
20 Ronell, Telephone Book, 6. Freud draws this analogy to the telephone quite explicitly:  
 
Just as the patient must relate everything that his self-observation can detect… so the doctor 
must put himself in a position to make use of everything he is told…. To put it in a formula: he 
must turn his own unconscious like a receptive organ towards the transmitting unconscious of 
the patient. He must adjust himself to the patient as a telephone receiver is adjusted to the 
transmitting microphone. Just as the receiver converts back into sound-waves the electric 
oscillations in the telephone line which were set up by sound waves, so the doctor’s unconscious 
is able, from the derivatives of the unconscious which are communicated to him, to reconstruct 
that unconscious, which has determined the patient’s free associations. 
 
Sigmund Freud, ‘Recommendations to Physicians practicing Psycho-Analysis,’ The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. XII, 1911-1913, trans. James Strachey (1912; repr. 
London: Vintage, 2001), 115-6. 
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Cixous, the telephone places pressure on the ostensible clarity of the voice and insists on the 
complexity of its reception and its medium of transmission. In this sense, the telephone is an apt 
figure for O’Hara’s methods of self-mythologising, but not in the manner often assumed. The 
telephone’s subversion of metaphysical assumptions and its eradication of binary oppositions 
means that it offers a complex statement on presence and absence, distance and proximity, and 
life and death. For Geoffrey Bennington, whose essay analyses the privileged figure of the 
telephone in Derrida and Cixous’ intertextual (and actual) relationship, the telephone essentially 
involves an interruption and reformulation of prior beliefs and meanings: 
 
This economy of the telephone already complicates the relations we usually posit 
without thinking, between here and there, the near and the distant, the present 
and past, and it muddies the water or obscures the map that we have laboriously 
drawn up, and especially, perhaps, complicates the relation between life and 
death.21 
 
In this chapter I read O’Hara’s poems alongside the telephonics espoused variously by 
Derrida, Cixous and Barthes, demonstrating how O’Hara’s use of the telephonic trope 
deconstructs or destabilizes his own mythology even as he composes it. I begin first, however, 
by looking at the fetishisation of O’Hara’s voice – both poetic and physical – and how the 
conflation between the two depends on a phonocentricism that is ultimately undercut by 
O’Hara’s own self-mythologising. The tendency to regard the trope of the telephone in O’Hara’s 
work as indicative of uninhibited intimacy and presence is strongly aligned to the belief that 
voice (or speech) is the pledge of presence and truth. To read O’Hara’s poems as substitutes for 
telephone conversations, or as consubstantial with what he would say ‘in real life,’ implicates an 
assumption that his voice, as spoken word, is more intuitive and thus closer to the presence of 
the poet than a constructed poem. 
 
                                                     
21 Geoffrey Bennington, ‘Teleanalysis,’ Paragraph 36, no. 2 (2013): 274. 
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Derrida famously argues that there is assumed in the voice an ‘absolute proximity of the 
signifier to the signified,’ which results in the signifier becoming ‘perfectly diaphanous,’ such that 
the voice is uniquely fetishised as the source of an originary self-presence:22  
 
The voice is heard (understood) – that undoubtedly is what is called conscience – 
closest to the self as the absolute effacement of the signifier: pure auto-affection 
that necessarily has the form of time and which does not borrow from outside of 
itself, in the world or in ‘reality,’ any accessory signifier, any substance of 
expression foreign to its own spontaneity. It is the unique experience of the 
signified producing itself spontaneously, from within the self.23 
 
As Mladen Dolar puts it in ‘The Object Voice,’ the voice offers  
 
the illusion that one could get immediate access to an unalloyed presence, an 
origin not tarnished by externality, a firm rock against the excessive interplay of 
signs, which are anyway surrogates by their very nature and always point to an 
absence.’24  
 
 
The binary opposition between speech and writing, which Derrida rejects, relies on the 
assumption that the voice constitutes the basic element of language and is its natural 
embodiment, whereas writing is necessarily ‘its derivative, auxiliary, and parasitic supplement, at 
the same time secondary and dangerous.’25 But as Derrida has argued in Voice and Phenomenon, the 
self-presence implied by the voice is always a chimera, for the diaphaneity of the voice is only 
made apparent because of the condition of temporalization. 
 
O’Hara’s use of telephony and the trope of the telephone aligns itself both with the 
distance and death inscribed by the telephone, as well as the crucial instability of the voice that it 
                                                     
22 Jacques Derrida, ‘The Voice That Keeps Silent,’ in Voice and Phenomenon: Introduction to the Problem of the 
Sign in Husserl’s Phenomenology, trans. Leonard Lawlor (1967; repr., Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press, 2011), 69. 
23 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak, with introduction by Judith Butler (1967; repr., 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016), 21. 
24 Mladen Dolar, ‘The Object Voice,’ in Gaze and Voice as Love Objects, ed. Renata Salecl and Slavoj Žižek 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1996), 12. 
25 Dolar, ‘The Object Voice,’ 10. 
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highlights. In O’Hara’s poems, the telephone is used as a linguistic trick that simulates intimacy 
while simultaneously deconstructing it. He links himself telephonically to Byron, who was 
himself a master of self-mythologising and disguise. In the final section of my chapter I examine 
O’Hara’s prose poem ‘Dido,’ which plays with the instability of voice and ventriloquism, arguing 
that O’Hara’s self-mythologising relies on the adoption of various voices and his ability to 
present these as projections of his own poetic voice.  
 
2.2 Hearing Voices: Phonocentricism and the Fetishisation of O’Hara’s ‘Voice’ 
 
In an important passage in A Lover’s Discourse, Barthes writes about his experience of 
‘fading,’ a term which he borrows from Lacan’s expression, ‘the fading of the subject.’ As used in 
French, it describes the erasure or effacement of the voice, which for Barthes is such as that 
experienced during telephone connections where static crackling interferes with the transmission 
of the voice. Barthes considers the telephone line a medium charged primarily with distance, 
wherein the beloved’s voice is constantly walking the threshold between presence and absence. 
Here is the passage, quoted at length: 
 
Freud, apparently, did not like the telephone, however much he may have liked 
listening. Perhaps he felt, perhaps he foresaw that the telephone is always 
cacophony, and that what it transmits is the wrong voice, the false 
communication… No doubt I try to deny separation by the telephone – as the 
child fearing to lose its mother keeps pulling on a string; but the telephone wire is 
not a good transitional object, it is not an inert string; it is charged with a 
meaning, which is not that of junction but that of distance: the loved, exhausted 
voice heard over the telephone is the fade-out in all its anxiety. First of all, this 
voice, when it reaches me, when it is here, while it (with great difficulty survives, 
is a voice I never entirely recognise; as if it emerged from under a mask (thus we 
are told that the masks in Greek tragedy had a magical function: to give the voice 
a chthonic origin, to distort, to alienate the voice, to make it come from 
somewhere under the earth). Then, too, on the telephone the other is always in a 
situation of departure; the other departs twice over, by voice and by silence: 
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whose turn is it to speak? We fall silent in unison: crowding of two voids. I’m 
going to leave you, the voice on the telephone says with each second.26 
 
 
For Barthes, then, the telephone materializes a twice-inscribed distance – in the telephonic 
mechanism itself, and then in the very voice on the telephone which is ‘always in a situation of 
departure.’ Before returning to the concept of distancing in the telephone structure, I want to 
point out an antinomy in Barthes’ work. It is significant that Barthes considers the telephone to be 
the interfering device that distorts and disrupts the pureness of the voice. The telephone, he 
suggests in the passage above, ‘is always a cacophony,’ and ‘what it transmits is the wrong voice, 
the false communication.’ This implies an assumption that the voice itself, without the distortion 
caused by the telephone, attests to bodily presence (and subjectivity). Yet, this phonocentric 
notion of the voice as the marker of a singular subjectivity or as the index of presence has been 
destabilised by Barthes’ own writing in S/Z – which presents the voice as an illusory cipher of 
subjectivity, that which masks a fundamental lack.27 Barthes’ concepts in S/Z are closer to 
Lacan’s theories: rather than merely deconstructing the notion that voice or speech is no purer 
an entity than writing (as Derrida does), Lacan posits that voice itself is fundamentally 
ambivalent and deconstructive of itself.  
 
In contrast to S/Z, much of Barthes’ writing presents the voice as the marker of the 
body in language. His 1977 article titled ‘Écoute’ repeatedly flags the voice as the index of the 
body in language, or, ‘l’articulation du corps et tu discours.’28  And Barthes’ famous 1978 essay, ‘The 
Grain of the Voice,’ articulates his theory that the voice necessarily contains an element that 
exceeds meaning and signification; this ‘grain’ is what establishes an affective, erotic relationship 
                                                     
26 Roland Barthes, ‘Fade-Out,’ in A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments, trans. Richard Howard (1977; repr., New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1978), 114-5. 
27 Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (1973; repr. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1974). 
28 Roland Barthes, ‘Écoute,’ in L’obvie et l’obtus, 226, quoted in Patrick ffrench, ‘Barthes and the Voice: The 
Acousmatic and Beyond,’ L’Esprit Créateur 55, no. 4 (Winter 2015): 59. 
 85 
between a singer’s body and the listener. It is ‘the materiality of the body speaking its mother 
tongue,’ the ‘body in the voice as it sings.’29 Thus Patrick ffrench observes that in Barthes’ 
consideration of voice, the sound of the voice always has recourse to the body; it ‘cannot be 
dissociated from its cause or source in the body, whether present or absent.’30 In Barthes’ theory, 
each human voice carries a characteristic ‘grain’ that marks its singularity and ties it irrevocably to 
a specific body and thus identity. Distinct from mere sound, the voice is ultimately the juncture 
between the body and language. Kaja Silverman sums it up aptly: 
 
The voice is the site of perhaps the most radical of all subjective divisions – the 
division between meaning and mortality. As Denis Vasse observes, it is situated 
‘in the partition of the organic and organisation, in the partition between the 
biological body and the body of language, or if one prefers, the social body.’ The 
sounds the voice makes always exceed signification to some degree, both before 
the entry into language and after. The voice is never completely standardised, 
forever retaining an individual flavour or texture – what Barthes calls its ‘grain.’31  
 
 
For Barthes the implications of this are substantial; insofar as the voice is bound to the body, it 
becomes the vector of the love relationship, functioning as the relation between two bodies in 
their singularity.  
 
I do not want to discount Barthes’ attention to the erotic power of affect residing in the 
voice. Various essays in the Homage, for example, are testament to the distinctiveness of O’Hara’s 
voice and its intransigence in his friends’ memories of him. However, the Barthesian schema 
assumes a primordial body, unmarked by culture or language, what Judith Butler has referred to 
as the ‘unconstructed body.’32 In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes posits an erotic, Dionysian 
pleasure that stems from a text free from discourse – that returns to the body and is irrevocably 
                                                     
29 Roland Barthes, ‘The Grain of the Voice,’ in Image–Music–Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana 
Press, 1977), 182, 188. 
30 ffrench, ‘Barthes and the Voice,’ 60. 
31 Kaja Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1988), 44. 
32 See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990). 
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linked to the grain of the voice: ‘the language lined with flesh, a text where we can hear the grain 
of the throat, the patina of consonants, the voluptuousness of vowels, a whole carnal 
stereophony.’33 The Platonic background here is obvious: in order for the reader to experience 
pleasure, the text must return to a primal, originary site aligned with the body. The text must find 
its ‘voice,’ which Barthes describes as ‘the articulation of the body, of the tongue, not that of 
meaning, of language.’34  
 
The insistence with which the pieces in Homage to Frank O’Hara ‘replay’ O’Hara’s 
physical voice relies on a phonocentric eroticism similar to Barthes’ logic of the pleasurable text. 
There is a collapse between the physical memory of O’Hara’s voice, and the love of his poetic 
‘voice.’ As Patrizia Lombardo puts it: 
 
The voice, mysteriously taken from a person, both particular to a body and 
anonymous like matter in its primordial state, this voice is integrated into what is 
by nature mute, the written page. In this way literature can give us pleasure 
because this writing out loud is not read with the sound of a voice, but imagined 
as vocal, perceived as a voice that is all the more beautiful for not being real, for 
being the memory of a voice, the physical perception of the vocal possibility of 
written language.35 
 
Brainard’s memoir piece gives expression to this imaginary voice, employing descriptions that 
could refer either to O’Hara’s poetic style, his actual physical voice, or his manner of speaking: 
 
I remember Frank O’Hara’s tone of voice. It was a very definite tone. Fast. 
Sharp, Casual. (off hand) To the point. (no bull shit) Sometimes sassy. Elegant. 
But down to earth. (brass tacks)36 
 
                                                     
33 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller (1973; repr., New York: Hill and Wang, 
1975), 66. 
34 Barthes, Pleasure of the Text, 66-7 (emphasis mine). 
35 Patrizia Lombardo, ‘Against Language,’ in The Three Paradoxes of Roland Barthes (1989; repr., Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2010), 63. 
36 Brainard, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 67 (anomalous punctuation 
is Brainard’s own). 
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Lawrence Osgood also pays homage to O’Hara’s voice in ‘Frank’s Physique (A Selective 
Inventory)’: 
 
I still sometimes hear Frank’s voice, I hear no words, only a rise and fall of pitch 
ringing with great clarity in some chamber of my inner ear. But no words are 
needed for me to tell what his voice is saying. It twangs jauntily along, then 
bubbled into a laugh, suddenly jumps forward like a motorcycle revving up a hill, 
and finally swoops down like a Rachmaninoff glissando in a delighted pounce of 
a final, unintelligible word. The sound says that life is exciting, that honesty is 
joyous and pretension silly, that all discoveries are good, and that energy is all.37 
 
In both these passages, O’Hara’s speech patterns are conflated with his physical speaking voice, 
as well as his attitudes towards life. O’Hara’s voice, his voice in writing, can be said to evoke the 
same inexpressible jouissance that Barthes claims the text of bliss elicits: ‘pleasure can be expressed 
in words, bliss cannot.’ Barthes goes on to explain,  
 
Bliss is unspeakable, inter-dicted. I refer to Lacan (‘What one must bear in mind 
is that bliss is forbidden to the speaker, as such, or else that it cannot be spoken 
except between the lines…’) and to Leclaire (‘… Whoever speaks, by speaking 
denies bliss, or correlatively, whoever experiences bliss causes the letter – and all 
possible speech – to collapse in the absolute degree of the annihilation he is 
celebrating’).38 
 
Yet this wordless voice, what Osgood refers to as this ‘final unintelligible word,’ the uncanny 
‘rise and fall of pitch ringing with great clarity in some chamber of my inner ear’ is clearly 
possible only in the absence of O’Hara himself – the fetishisation of the voice is thus linked 
irrevocably to death. Ron Padgett’s poem in the Homage, too, gives testament to this phantom 
voice which haunts: 
   
Funny, I hear 
  Frank O’Hara’s 
  voice tonight 
  in my head –  
  e.g. when I  
                                                     
37 Osgood, ‘Frank’s Physique (A Selective Inventory),’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 
25. 
38 Barthes, Pleasure of the Text, 21. 
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  think in words 
  he’s saying them 
  or his tone 
  is in them.39 
 
Ironically, despite (or perhaps because of) O’Hara’s deft manipulation of voice and 
presence, the O’Hara phenomenon is contingent upon his audience’s love of his poetic ‘voice’ 
and their continued desire to keep his voice on playback, to keep him on the phone line so to 
speak, despite his bodily absence.  The telephonic trope thus offers an apt figure for the way in 
which O’Hara’s mythology is dependent upon what Cixous has described as a ‘miraculous 
metonymy’: 
 
I listen to you. I say ‘you,’ ‘tu,’ ‘t’,’ but more exactly it is your voice, your voice for 
you, your envoy, your miraculous metonymy. I say ‘I listen to you.’ But it is your 
voice that I listen to. I speak with you in your voice, is it a thing is it a body is it a 
number, a shadow, a being, a multiple. Who knows if it’s not an animal perhaps? 
It is y-. I y-. Thus is formed a being that is a bit Siamese, as much mine as yours, 
somewhat caesuraed, joined up spaced apart. It is I y-.40 
 
The telephone engenders a metonymy, in which the disembodied voice is taken to be the 
subject, and in that sense, loved and desired. The being that is desired, however, is a fantasmatic 
body, a ‘being that is a bit Siamese’ – it is as much O’Hara as it is his audience’s creation, 
‘somewhat caesuraed, joined up spaced apart.’ Prenowitz explains that 
 
this metonymical elimination of the body is what makes the telephone, in 
practice, so paradigmatically deconstructive: on the one hand, the extreme 
intimacy of the disincarnated voice apparently liberated from the tireless work of 
the (signifier) body, as if through a telepathic communication of signifieds, yet, 
on the other hand, this telephonic voice is itself a wandering metonymical body, 
uprooted and thus given over to dissemination, free to produce its own far-flung 
semiological effects.41 
 
                                                     
39 Ron Padgett, ‘Poem,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 134. 
40 Hélène Cixous, ‘Nous en somme,’ Littérature 142, no. 2 (2006): 102, quoted in Prenowitz, ‘Crossing 
Lines,’ 131. 
41 Prenowitz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 145. 
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O’Hara’s poetic voice, a ‘wandering metonymical body,’ is tele-transmitted over time and space, 
free to make its own meaning. Cixous alludes to this collapse of the distinction between the 
person (who) and the thing (what) when she asks, ‘is it a thing is it a body is it a number, a 
shadow, a being, multiple’ that we speak to on the phone. The elision of commas in the first part 
of the sentence is striking, for it eschews the boundaries between the different entities, 
suggesting that they might not be discrete things. Prenowitz also points out that in the original 
French text, the terms ‘a number, a shadow’ are nearly homophonic expressions: ‘un nombre, une 
ombre.’ If heard in an acousmatic situation, such as on the telephone, he suggests, these sound 
like a linguistic play on gender or sexual difference: a masculine shadow, a feminine shadow (un 
ombre, une ombre) – both of which have no material body. He concludes, ‘through this play of 
quasi homonymy, the narrator or the author not only performs a telephonic effect in the text, 
but also regenders or resexualises, and reembodies, the disembodied.’42 This play on gender is 
precisely what O’Hara employs in ‘Dido,’ which I return to later in this chapter. 
 
 The phenomenon of O’Hara’s voice being taken as a body is given poetic expression in 
Patsy Southgate’s elegiac poem for O’Hara, ‘Nobody Operates Like an IBM Machine’: 
   
Your voice 
  Ran across the lawn wearing nothing but a towel 
  In the good old summertime. 
  You always sounded so positive! 
  What freedom! 
  I’ll get a flag! (must!)43 
 
Here O’Hara’s voice is endowed with a material body that runs, in a half-provocative and half-
nonchalant manner, across the lawn ‘wearing nothing but a towel.’ Memories of O’Hara’s 
attributes are superimposed onto his voice, which is pictured as having a life of its own. In this 
                                                     
42 Prenowitz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 146. 
43 Patsy Southgate, ‘“Nobody operates like an IBM machine” (for Frank O’Hara),’ in Berskson and 
LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 153. 
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manner, poet and voice are conflated, conceived as the same exuberant being. Southgate’s poem 
reads as a catalogue of sound bites featuring the most characteristic ‘O’Hara-isms’: 
   
You said: 
  ‘I love your house because my poems are always on the coffee table!’ 
  ‘I always have such fun with you!’ 
  ‘Oh really, don’t be an ass!’ 
  ‘Just pull yourself together and sweep in!’ 
  ‘Now stop it!’44 
 
 
This distinctive manner of speaking - the campy exclamations, the exaggerated intonations – 
ultimately turns into O’Hara’s own poetry, as the last stanza suggests: 
   
You said, during the intermissions, on the phones, at the lunches, in the cabs: 
  ‘If you want to do it, just do it! What else is there?’ 
  ‘My heart your heart’ you wrote 
  It all added up. 
How flawless you were!45 
 
The transition from an O’Hara quotation to his poetry appears seamless, implying that he spoke 
and wrote in indistinguishable tones, and Southgate writes that ‘it all added up’ flawlessly. What 
he says ‘on the phones’ is thus perceived to be fully congruent with what he writes. Yet, despite 
the persistence of this tendency to fetishise O’Hara’s poetic/physical voice as genuinely aligned 
with his subjectivity, O’Hara’s poetry contains much evidence that this apparent direct 
coincidence of the utterer and its counterpart in language is a performance. The trope of the 
telephone, as I now demonstrate, is both the foil for this myth, and the instrument of its 
perpetuation.  
 
                                                     
44 Southgate, ‘“Nobody operates like an IBM machine”,’ 153. 
45 Southgate, ‘“Nobody operates like an IBM machine”,’ 153. 
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2.3 The Telephone as an Index of Distance 
 
In The Telephone Book, Ronell argues that the telephone manifests lack and distance in its 
very structure: it  
 
necessarily presupposes the existence of another telephone, somewhere, though its 
atonality as apparatus, its singularity, is what we think of when we say ‘telephone.’ To be 
what it is, is has to be pluralized, multiplied, engaged by another line, high strung and 
coming for you.46  
 
 
Thus the telephone is always already incomplete in its singularity, always reliant on the presence 
of an Other telephone to function properly. Yet, even when properly connected in a pair, the 
telephone only allows for an affiliation that is necessarily tainted by distance – as Barthes puts it, 
the phone line is ‘charged with a meaning, which is not that of junction but of distance.’ The 
phone call bears a powerful affective charge because it is always inflected with the experience of 
proximity, which collides with and collapses immediately into the realization of loss and absence. 
 
O’Hara’s ‘Metaphysical Poem’ bears acute witness to this doubly-imprinted distance: 
 
When do you want to go 
I’m not sure I want to go there 
Where do you want to go 
Any place 
I think I’d fall apart any place else 
Well I’ll go if you really want to 
I don’t particularly care 
But you’ll fall apart any place else 
                                                     
46 Ronell, Telephone Book, 3. She argues that the famous inaugural sentence in the history of the telephone 
was a perlocutionary speech act that evokes action and calls a man into being:  
 
Watson, come here! I want you!’ is a command that suggests that the phone line is saturated with 
desire, no matter what type of interpretive valency we attribute to it. Ultimately, it ‘emerges from 
what is not present-at-hand; thus, “I want you” phantomises you. I want that which I do not 
possess, I do not have you, I lack you, I miss you: Come here, Watson, I want you. Ronell, 
Telephone Book, 228. 
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I can just go home 
I don’t really mind going there 
But I don’t want to force you to go there 
You won’t be forcing me I’d just as soon 
I wouldn’t be able to stay long anyway 
Maybe we could go somewhere nearer 
I’m not wearing a jacket 
Just like you weren’t wearing a tie 
Well I didn’t say we had to go 
I don’t care whether you’re wearing one 
We don’t really have to do anything 
Well all right let’s not 
Okay I’ll call you 
Yes call me47 
 
Here the poem takes the structure of a phone conversation, in which two people plan an outing 
that ultimately does not eventuate. As a stichomythic exchange, the poem rallies quickly between 
the two speakers, the pace of the reciprocity giving the initial effect of a seamless exchange in 
which anticipated plans to see each other are to be finalised. However, what might seem to be a 
replication of the ease and convenience of a phone call is, I would submit, a poetic sleight of 
hand that dissembles the way in which the phone call is, as Barthes puts it, a ‘crowding of two 
voids.’48  
 
To begin with, the conventional techniques of scriptwriting allocate one line to each 
speaker, suggesting the discreteness of each person. However, as we move between the two 
speakers, it becomes difficult to differentiate to whom each speech act belongs. Their 
separateness collapses into indistinguishability, and yet there is still no connection established. 
Aurally, the poem is permeated by echoes – ‘go’ is repeated three times in the first three lines; 
‘force’ and ‘forcing’ echo each other; ‘wearing’ reverberates three times, and finally, ‘call’ is 
duplicated in the last two lines. In each instance, however, the repetition emphasises not 
cohesion, but division. The speakers’ words rub up against each other as they rush past in 
                                                     
47 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 434. Dated 9 January 1962, in MS x149. 
48 Barthes, ‘Fade-Out,’ 115. 
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opposite directions, almost always at cross-purposes: ‘I’m not wearing a jacket/ Just like you 
weren’t wearing a tie/ Well I didn’t say we had to go/ I don’t really care if you’re wearing one’. 
The phone line is pregnant with longing, yet at the same time, it is taut with insurmountable 
distance. Without any other physical descriptors in the poem apart from the speech of each 
person, the reader is thrust immediately into an acousmatic situation which linguistically 
replicates that in which each of the lovers find themselves. We experience the same bifurcation 
of the voice from the visually and physically present body of the loved one, what ffrench calls 
‘the contradictory simultaneity of presence and absence.’49 
 
The distance between the two lovers is only further intensified by the final four lines, in 
which they finally decide that they will not meet up after all. The initial acousmatic separation 
thus remains present for the time being, the thwarted expectation of visual apprehension 
emphasising the irreducibility of the separation in the telephone call. Yet, although the meeting 
between the two callers does not eventuate, they agree to remain mutually callable: ‘Okay I’ll call 
you / Yes call me.’ The possibility of connection thus remains tantalisingly open, the distance 
imposed by the telephone line affording repose until the next call. The poem ends just as it 
begins, with the phone call, which at once signifies desire and connection when the call is picked 
up, as well as the prospect of keeping both the beloved and the reader reassuringly at arm’s 
length.50 
                                                     
49 ffrench, ‘Barthes and the Voice,’ 63. 
50 Appositely, in his analysis of the imprint of fraternity on O’Hara’s poetry in Beautiful Enemies: Friendship 
and Postwar American Poetry, Andrew Epstein also points out that the trope of the telephone allows the 
dialogic poem to be ‘driven by the possibilities of connection between self and other,’ but it ultimately 
offers the respite of distance. Epstein reads closely ‘Poem (The fluorescent tubing…),’ in which he argues 
that the friendship between O’Hara and Kenneth Koch (in the poem O’Hara calls Koch in a moment of 
existential crisis) is ‘kept vital – and “nervous” – because of the gap, because of the healthy distance that 
the phone call, and the poem, are motivated by and compensate for.’ Accordingly, while ‘Personism’ 
seems to propound the idea of poetry as analogous to the intimate phone call, it actually calls for a literary 
stratagem that ensures, in Terence Diggory’s words, that ‘the poem becomes the space in which persons 
are mutually exposed in their separateness.’ While Epstein’s book does important work in uncovering 
some of the mechanisms of the O’Hara myth-machine with regards to O’Hara’s celebrated love of 
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The most compelling deconstructive turn of this poem, however, is not that which 
cleverly exchanges proximity for distance. Rather, it is that O’Hara inscribes the seemingly 
extemporaneous phone call within the parameters of a written poem, and even goes so far as to 
title it ‘Metaphysical Poem.’ Memorably, in ‘Personism,’ O’Hara explicitly disavows the self-
aggrandising expectations of what is deemed poetry: 
  
As for measure and other technical apparatus, that’s just common sense: if you’re 
going to buy a pair of pants you want them to be tight enough so everyone will 
want to go to bed with you. There’s nothing metaphysical about it. Unless, of 
course, you flatter yourself into thinking that what you’re experiencing is 
‘yearning.’51 
 
If, then, there is ‘nothing metaphysical’ about the composition of poetry for O’Hara, then the 
very act of titling the poem ‘Metaphysical Poem’ already destabilises our presumptions of what is 
considered ‘literature,’ and places the poem (and the phone call) in a space of structural irony. 
The adherence to the stichomythic conventions of dramatic verse gives another hint that this is a 
constructed piece, not quite as spontaneous as it first seems. As with all drama, it assumes the 
presence of an audience; and as with all poetry, it constructs the presence of a reader. As Derrida 
argues, 
 
Any public writing, any open letter is also offered as the displayed, not private, 
surface of an open letter, and thus of a postcard, with its address included in the 
                                                     
sociality, his fundamental approach seeks to debunk the notion of O’Hara’s poetry as uncomplicated 
‘paean[s] to fraternity,’ and he investigates the ‘troubling and generative clash between friendship and 
nonconformity’ in postwar American poetry. My approach, on the other hand, takes as its epicentre the 
construction and sustenance of myth as constitutional both to O’Hara’s poetic self-construction and what 
I term the ‘Frank O’Hara phenomenon.’ Within this praxis, the telephone does not merely undercut the 
valorisation of friendship in O’Hara scholarship, but it becomes one of the central organising tropes that 
allows for a problematic osmosis between the poet’s life and work. Andrew Epstein, Beautiful Enemies: 
Friendship and Postwar American Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 92, 3. 
51 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 498.  
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message, hence suspect, with its language both coded and stereotypical. 
Trivialised by the very code and number.52  
 
O’Hara’s poetic fictionalising of this phone conversation is much like the postcard, which 
acknowledges its own publicness while simultaneously depending on the illusion of intimacy 
between two people. 
 
The fictiveness of the phone call anticipates Derrida’s essay, ‘Language (Le Monde on the 
Telephone),’ which is presented, like O’Hara’s poem, as the transcript of a phone call between 
Derrida and the editor of Le Monde, Christian Delacampagne.53 However, this is of course a 
Derridean trick, a hoax that at once expresses and ironises the performativity of writing. As 
Nicholas Royle points out: 
 
Derrida’s fictive telephone call at once evokes and affirms the logic according to 
which a text can in some way alter or even invent its addressee. This 
performative dimension of writing… is at once mimed and ironised in the text’s 
creation of its interlocutor, the fictional discourse of the editor.54 
 
So too, in O’Hara’s ‘telephone call’ is the metaphysics of ‘yearning,’ as he puts it, ironised 
through the invention of an interlocutor. And we as readers are the eavesdropping audience who 
are willingly seduced by the fiction of the text. Put another way, we pick up the telephone call 
initiated by O’Hara and allow ourselves to be enticed by the telephonic effect of the text and 
carried away by its performance. In ‘Le Monde on the Telephone,’ the editor says to Derrida: ‘Up 
                                                     
52 Jacques Derrida, ‘Ulysses Gramophone: Hear Say Yes in Joyce,’ trans. François Raffoul, in Derrida and 
Joyce: Texts and Contexts, ed. Andrew J. Mitchell and Sam Slote (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2013), 44. 
53 Jacques Derrida, ‘Language (Le Monde on the Telephone),’ trans. Peggy Kamuf, in Points… Interviews, 
1974-1994, ed. Elisabeth Weber (1992; repr., London: Routledge, 1995), 171-180. When the text is 
republished, a new footnote is included that states: ‘The remarks attributed to Christian Delacampagne 
are obviously fictive, and since certain commentators at the time thought otherwise, it is better to make 
clear that their author is Jacques Derrida.’ Points, 468. 
54 Nicholas Royle, ‘Jacques Derrida’s Language (Bin Laden on the Telephone),’ Mosaic 39, no. 3 
(September 2006): 178. 
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to now, you have indeed been speaking to me about language and it’s clearer than what you 
usually write. I’ll give you some advice: dictate your books over the telephone. Your article 
should stay in this register…’55 In many ways, this is what O’Hara’s poetry does – it stays in the 
register of casual conversation and speaks through the simulacrum of intimacy offered by the 
figure of the telephone, using it both as the medium of his writing and the means by which he 
deconstructs his own mythology.  
 
For O’Hara, the use of the telephonic trope within poetry always implies a canny 
awareness of the way in which it unravels its own simulation of privacy. To understand this, I 
want to turn briefly to another of Derrida’s texts about the telephone. In H.C. For Life, Derrida 
makes an interesting observation about Cixous, when he writes, ‘Elle parle au téléphone,’ which is 
usually translated, ‘She talks on the telephone,’ or ‘She is talking on the telephone.’56 However, 
Derrida immediately clarifies that this is not his intended meaning. Rather, he uses the double 
meaning of the French to express something quite different – Cixous speaks to the telephone, 
rather than on the telephone:  
 
But she does not talk on the telephone as one says parler au téléphone. No, she 
really talks to the telephone [au téléphone], she talks in its direction [à son adresse], 
she addresses it and says to it, ‘O telephone…’57  
 
Prenowitz notes that ‘au téléphone’ is a near homophone of ‘O téléphone,’ and argues that Derrida’s 
foregrounding here of the double-edged meaning of the French phrase points us to the 
deconstruction of the boundary between the ‘who’ and the ‘what.’ Comparing Derrida’s point to 
                                                     
55 Derrida, ‘Le Monde on the Telephone,’ 174. 
56 Jacques Derrida, H.C. pour la vie, c’est-à-dire… (Paris: Galilée, 2002), 92, quoted and translated in 
Prenowtiz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 129. Unless otherwise indicated, all references are to the French edition, 
translated by Prenowitz in his article ‘Crossing Lines.’ For the English translation of this book, see 
Jacques Derrida, H.C. For Life, That is to Say…, trans. with additional notes by Laurent Milesi and Stefan 
Herbrechter (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006). 
57 Derrida, H.C. pour la vie, 92, quoted and translated in Prenowtiz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 129.  
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Cixous’ anecdote in ‘Writing Blind’ (in which she recalls how Derrida himself is interrupted by 
an unsolicited telephone call while writing), Prenowitz suggests that the antagonism between the 
telephone and writing  
 
is subverted, perhaps sublated: the inside of the writing opens itself to the 
intruding interruption in an undecideable gesture that is both an appropriation of 
and a capitulation to its other. In a similar way, there is no opposition between 
the telephone ‘itself’ [le téléphone même] and the caller, the what and the who.58 
 
This elimination of the hierarchy between the communication device and the caller gestures 
toward ‘the third party breaking into the most intimate dialogue – but as its condition of 
possibility – between two interlocutors.’59 Telephony, therefore, is never about uninhibited, 
private and intimate conversation between two people.  
 
Significantly, O’Hara himself makes this point in ‘Poem (The tough newspaper boy will 
wear)’ with his use of ambiguous semantics: 
 
Pearl  
of the Indian floor and black H  
above my heart , why do you always  
whine and drunkenly sob, telephone,  
 
catch me in your cloud as if 
we were high on a hill?60 
 
The poet asks why his addressee always whines and drunkenly sobs when he calls him; but the 
use of the verb ‘telephone’ instead of ‘call’ introduces an instability into the meaning of the line. 
                                                     
58 Prenowtiz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 130. Cixous reimagines the episode this way: ‘Now the telephone rings. 
And it’s you…. I was in the process of writing: But the telephone rings. And I wrote: and it’s you (I mean 
the telephone itself).’ Hélène Cixous, ‘Writing Blind: Conversation with the Donkey,’ trans. Eric 
Prenowtiz, in Stigmata: Escaping Texts (1998; repr., New York: Routledge, 2005), 193. 
59 Prenowtiz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 130-1. 
60 Frank O’Hara, Poems Retrieved, ed. Donald Allen (1955; repr. Bolinas, CA: Grey Fox Press, 1977), 51. 
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One consequence, as Prenowitz points out in Cixous’ choice of ‘tu me téléphones’ [you telephone 
me] instead of ‘appeler’ [to call], is that the phrase 
 
sounds, particularly in this context, as though it might be a transitive 
construction, ‘you telephone me,’ meaning in this case ‘you transform me into 
the telephone.’ Instant metamorphosis, and deconstruction of the message-
messenger opposition.61 
 
 
Similarly, O’Hara’s poetic line turns on the double function of the noun/verb ‘telephone’ – apart 
from being used as a verb (meaning ‘to call’), it could also read as an apostrophe to the 
telephone, which is inserted as the third party to the conversation, in between the ‘you’ and ‘me.’ 
Here the possible meaning is that the telephone is figured as the one who is always whining and 
sobbing in a drunken display of emotion. The use of a poetic device, the apostrophe, bestows on 
the poem a theatricality which gestures toward an awareness of audience. By speaking to the 
telephone, the poet implies that the conversation is not simply an intimate exchange between 
him and his friend. 
 
 The interrupted intimacy of the telephone call and O’Hara’s cognizance of its inherent 
performativity is extraordinarily captured in video footage that was filmed a few weeks before 
O’Hara’s death. In the USA Poetry episode featuring O’Hara and Ed Sanders, O’Hara and Alfred 
Leslie are seen working on the script of a film collaboration.62 At 8:36 minutes into the episode, 
the phone rings and O’Hara picks it up, answering it on camera.  
 
                                                     
61 Prenowitz, ‘Crossing Lines,’ 136. 
62 ‘USA Poetry: Frank O’Hara and Ed Sanders,’ Thirteen WNET, American Archive of Public 
Broadcasting (WGBH and the Library of Congress), Boston, MA and Washington, DC, accessed 15 July 
2018, http://americanarchive.org/catalog/cpb-aacip_75-106wwtgx. 
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Figure 6. Film still from USA Poetry episode featuring Frank O’Hara and Ed Sanders. 
 
The transcript of the telephonic exchange reads as follows: 
 
Oops! Hello? Jim? How are you? You have an upset stomach? What did you do, 
went to the Kansas City, I suppose? – Yeah… This is a very peculiar situation, 
because while I’m talking to you, I’m typing and also being filmed for educational 
TV! Can you imagine that?! – Yeah. Alfred Leslie is holding my hand while it’s 
happening – It’s known as performance! – What? … Yeah, ‘slash and bolt’ – 
What does that mean? – ‘Flashing bolt,’ you mean?  – Oh good! – ‘flashing bolt’ 
– very good! – ‘a flashing bolt’ – is that art? Or, what is it? – I just laid it onto the 
paper! 
 
O’Hara’s awareness of the theatricality of this moment is remarkable. Typing, art, and the 
telephone conversation bleed into each other, and O’Hara self-reflexively quips, ‘It’s known as 
performance!’ Here the telephone call is given a constructed artifice, with O’Hara acknowledging 
both Leslie’s listening presence, as well as the watching audience.  
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 Pertinently, when the telephone was first introduced, there was always a need for an 
operator to connect two parties using a switchboard. Additionally, party lines, wherein many 
people could be listening in on one’s phone call, were very common in mid-century America 
before private lines were more widely installed. Historically, therefore, the very technology of the 
telephone inheres within it an element of publicness, rather than the privacy that modern 
readers, with their personal mobile phone, assume it holds. This cognizance of being overheard 
is present in many of O’Hara’s most intimate poems. By apparently choosing to write a poem 
instead of picking up the telephone, as he asserts in ‘Personism,’ O’Hara necessarily invites the 
reader to be a silent participant in the ‘conversation.’ Yet, this eavesdropper is paramount to the 
survival of the poem, just as the telephone is both the intruder on every telephone call and the 
very means of its possibility. Although the poet skillfully masks its technicalities, this simulation 
of intimacy is fundamental to O’Hara’s mythology. Larry Rivers is not quite as coy about it, 
however. He explicitly says that his prolific epistolary exchanges with O’Hara were written with 
one eye kept firmly on the audience:  
 
From 1950 on, Frank and I wrote stacks of letters to each other. We wrote as if 
the committee that decides who goes down in history was looking over our 
shoulders at them. We kept every letter.63 
 
Rivers then goes on to explain how even what seemed like private missives were written with an 
acute sensitivity to the mechanisms of literary history and personal mythology: 
 
If I made drawings to give myself the credentials of an artist of the past, Frank 
wrote letters to bolster his image as a writer, for himself as well as for those who 
received them. Let me not forget that it was also fun and natural for Frank, who 
felt compelled to put down on paper as much of his thoughts and experiences as 
he could cram into any one week. His letters are an amazing surge of single-space 
enthusiasm; like all his friends, I was flattered to receive them and careful to 
preserve them.64 
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Self-constitution and self-mythologising, then, occur both across horizontal social networks as 
well as diachronically through history. As Shaw observes, similar dynamics are at play in 
O’Hara’s poetry as in Jack Spicer’s imaginary letters to and from Lorca. In a remarkably self-
referential and playful imaginary letter written to introduce Spicer’s book, ‘Lorca’ writes: 
 
The letters are another problem. When Mr. Spicer began sending them to me a 
few months ago, I recognized immediately the ‘programmatic letter,’ – the letter 
one poet writes to another not in any effort to communicate with him, but rather 
as a young man whispers his secrets to a scarecrow, knowing that his young lady 
is in the distance listening.65 
 
Shaw’s point is that O’Hara does not only write the self in collaboration with colleagues and 
fellow artists, but he also uses the myths and literary techniques of historical figures as 
scaffolding upon which to construct his poetic self – with a puckish nod to the audience he 
knows is watching. Shaw argues: 
 
If this [first] effect of the letters operates within the present, another component 
operates – according to Rivers – by allowing the writer who writes letters (or the 
artist who draws) to establish through these quasi-traditional practices ‘the 
credentials of an artist of the past.’66   
 
 
Elsewhere Shaw emphasises this point even more conclusively: ‘To influence O’Hara was often 
to provide a persona he could reoccupy and transform.’67 This historio-poetic construction of 
self – what Shaw calls the ‘kind of hybrid writing that at once references the life of a poet… and 
its stagy reoocupation in the world of Frank O’Hara’ – depends for its potency upon the frisson 
created between the historical poet and O’Hara.68 For O’Hara, this relational self is given 
eloquent expression through the persona of Byron, as I will now discuss. The telephone, 
                                                     
65 Jack Spicer, The Collected Books of Jack Spicer, ed. Robin Blaser (Santa Rosa, CA: Black Sparrow, 1989), 11, 
quoted in Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 122. 
66 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 123. 
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O’Hara’s signature literary flourish, becomes both the updated version of the epistolary 
interpellation of a historical poet, as well as O’Hara’s means of unravelling the fabric of his own 
mythology.  
 
2.4 ‘Hello, this is George Gordon, Lord Byron’: Voice as a Cipher of Subjectivity  
 
In expounding the philosophical import of the telephone, Ronell explicitly parallels the 
inherent doubleness of the telephonic structure to issues of ontic priority and origination, 
focusing in particular on the ontic priority of the (phone)call.  She posits that the telephone is 
not just a technological apparatus or even a symbol, but rather that it unsettles hegemonic 
notions of subjectivity, thus triggering fundamental anxieties around ontology and origination. 
The telephone 
 
destabilizes the identity of self and other, subject and thing, abolishes the 
originariness of site; it undermines the authority of the Book and constantly 
menaces the existence of literature. It is itself unsure of its identity as object, 
thing, piece of equipment, perlocutionary intensity or artwork (the beginnings of 
telephony argue its place as artwork)...69 
 
For Ronell the telephone manifests asymmetries in power and responsibility, for when one 
makes oneself available (or answerable) to a phone call, one becomes indebted to the caller. For 
a call to be connected, there must be a caller and a called. This ultimately brings the ontic priority 
of the Other into sharp relief, wherein what most defines the self is ultimately Other. In this 
regard, then, calling might be viewed as unhinging the traditional Western philosophical view of 
the self, which places the Other in subjection to the self, making it the Other of the self. ‘The call 
transfers you to the Other,’ Ronell argues, for telephonics ‘imposes the recognition of a certain 
irreducible precedence of the Other with respect to the self.’70 Derrida focuses on this 
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deconstructive nature of the telephone in his analysis of Leopold Bloom in Ulysses. Bloom’s very 
being, he suggests, is ‘being-at-the telephone. He is connected to a multiplicity of voices or 
answering machines.’71 This is what Derrida calls a ‘telephonic interiority,’ which he essentially 
positions as the rupturing of auto-affection: ‘before any apparatus bearing that name in 
modernity, the telephonic technē is at work within the voice, multiplying the writing of the voices 
without instruments.’ It is this ‘mental telephony which, inscribing the far, distance, différence and 
spacing in the phōnē, at the same time institutes, prohibits and disrupts the so-called 
monologue.’72 
 
As the site of an irreducible absence, the telephone is affiliated with disjunction and 
alarm, which collapses into silence and lack. It is also the emblem of a subjectivity which is 
always dependent upon its relation to an Other. Yet remarkably, it is precisely (the misreading of) 
this trope that perpetuates much of the O’Hara myth of intimacy, sociability and importantly, an 
unalloyed self-presence. For O’Hara, however, self-creation and self-mythology are very much 
dependent upon his plotting of the self as a social nexus. This mythopoetics of self necessarily 
vexes a discrete notion of personhood, and O’Hara’s selfhood becomes a collaborative praxis 
that is built upon links to poets of the past, and to artists and poets in his community. This is 
part of his appeal – wherein myth becomes the adhesive medium between the polyphony (and 
often cacophony) of selves articulated in his poetry, between the poet and his reader, and 
between the self as constituted in collaboration with others.  
 
Barthes’ writing in ‘Fade-out’ and S/Z gives us an inroad into the way in which the 
impossibility of self-presence in the voice can be used to understand O’Hara’s self-mythologising 
techniques with regards to the telephone. The theatricality and radical otherness that the trope of 
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the telephone precipitates is eminently clear in Barthes’ essay ‘Fade Out.’ The symmetry in the 
trope of the telephone and the voice as Barthes pursues it becomes apparent in Barthes’ 
employment of the concept of ‘fading’ to characterise both: the voice on the telephone call is not 
only an index of loss and absence in the relationship between the two parties, but also 
encapsulates loss in the subject himself. For Barthes, the voice is the site of the birth of desire, but it 
is also the site of phenomenal loss, inscribed with mortality and the consciousness of death. 
Thus Being is manifested not through the presence of the voice, but ultimately through the 
rhythm of its ‘fading,’ through the differential texture of the voice that acts as the (inaudible) 
contrapuntal pattern defining the voice by its very absence. Barthes’ writing in ‘Fade-out’ 
discloses his effort to give weight to this inaudible basis of the audible, writing that ‘what 
constitutes that voice is what, within it, lacerates me by dint of having to die… This phantom 
being of the voice of what is dying out, it is that sonorous texture which disintegrates and 
disappears.’73 Importantly, voice in this reading is always effaced, the marker of absence and loss 
– just as the telephone is. As Ned Lukacher puts it,  
 
Voice has become the mask from which one can no longer determine the 
relationship between language and subjectivity…. In this space, voice is in an 
unprecedentedly ambivalent position, for it is at once readable and unreadable, at 
once a cipher of subjectivity and the mark of the subject’s erasure.’74  
 
 
Such an interpretation of voice is significant, because it marks the departure from the Platonic 
notion of voice as presence – voice becomes not just a shroud that conceals presence (or the 
self-presence of the logos) but rather a mask hiding a lacuna.  
This concept of the fading voice and its implications for subjectivity are substantiated in 
S/Z, one of Barthes’ most significant works on subjectivity and voice. Using the same term 
‘fading’ to characterise his analysis, he reads in Sarrasine the conjunction of voice, castration, 
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sexual blurring and ultimately death. Barthes’ fundamental question in reading Balzac’s novella is 
who actually speaks in Sarrasine; and this is answered in the text not with an absolute, identifiable 
voice or a subject, but ‘une moire brilliante,’ what Lukacher calls ‘the glimmering trace of an 
unrepresentable origin.’75 Crucially, Zambinella’s voice in Sarrasine manifests the presencing of an 
absence rather than an identity. Using Lacanian ‘fading’ to describe this phenomenon, Barthes 
writes, ‘It is Zambinella’s voice that Sarrasine is in love with, the voice, the direct product of the 
castration, the complete, connected evidence of deficiency.’76  Much as in the O’Hara 
phenomenon, then, voice becomes the partial object that incites desire. 
 
For Lacan, the desiring subject is called to presence (or subjectivised) through a 
constitutive absence.77 This lack is the primordial gap around which the subject’s relationship to 
language and desire is structured, the ‘hole in the discourse,’ through which the voice ‘leaks out,’ 
as it seems to do in Sarrasine.’78  In using the Lacanian ‘fading of the subject’ to define this 
phenomenon, Barthes appropriates Lacan’s concept of the primordial lack, applying it to the 
lacuna contained within the voice, wherein the ‘fading’ of the voice delineates the most primal 
scene of subjectivisation. Dolar suggests, then, that  
 
there exists a different metaphysical treatment of the voice, where the voice, far 
from being the safeguard of presence, is considered dangerous, threatening and 
possibly ruinous. Not just writing, but also the voice can appear as a menace to 
metaphysical consistency and can be seen as disruptive of presence and sense.79 
The text in O’Hara often contains within it a ‘fundamental torsion’ or twist (cette torsion 
fondamentale), wherein what is ostensibly revealed necessarily contains within it a concealment.80 
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The trope of the telephone, as demonstrated, masquerades as a symbol of intimacy, but is in 
actual fact the mechanism of ultimate distance. Barthes’ work in S/Z refers to this kind of 
textual sleight of hand, wherein he posits that the modern plurivocal text obfuscates the source 
and origin of voice; it does not reveal ‘who’ is speaking and should be read as  
 
an iridescent exchange carried on by multiple voices, on different wavelengths 
and subject from time to time to a sudden ‘fading,’ leaving a gap which enables 
the utterance to shift from one point of view to another, without warning: the 
writing is set up across this tonal instability (which in the modern text becomes 
atonality), which makes it a glistening texture of ephemeral origin.81 
 
 
This ‘glistening texture of ephemeral origin’ (une moire brilliante d’origines éphémères) is Barthes’ 
description for the manner in which the text conceals in the very same movement as it reveals. 
As Lukacher explains, moire is a kind of watered silk that projects a glistening, iridescent effect. 
The ‘fading’ of the subject, then, is imagined as the moiré effect, a seeming revelation that turns 
out to be merely an evanescent effect of the text/voice.  Barthes’s reading of Balzac’s text places 
the reader in a position where, ‘just as believes he can decipher the subject behind the voice, 
something blocks his way, and the voice once again becomes unreadable.’82 Instead of a subject 
or an identifiable voice, what Barthes discovers in Sarrasine is ‘une moire brilliante.’ Lukacher puts it 
this way: ‘Instead of discernible causes or origins, Barthes discovers only the fetishlike moiré 
effect. Instead of identity and a determinable subject, he discovers a series of competing tropes 
and figures.’83 This is arguably, on a meta-narrative level, what happens with O’Hara’s poems. 
The reader often imagines that O’Hara is revealing all, but he is a skilled practitioner of the moiré 
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effect, which, ‘like writing, is a textual effect, a weaving of voices that discloses and conceals at 
the same time.’84 This argument is bolstered by O’Hara’s 1960 poem, ‘Those Who Are 
Dreaming, A Play About St. Paul,’ in which he offers yet another insight that the poem is not the 
straightforward substitution for a telephone conversation that it is often portrayed to be in much 
O’Hara scholarship.  
 
In ‘Those Who Are Dreaming,’ O’Hara writes about a lover who picks up the phone to 
call his beloved, for the sole reason of hearing his/her voice.  
 
 He gets up, lights a cigarette, puts fire 
 under the coffee and dials on the telephone. 
 Where is he? he is everywhere, he is not 
 a character, he is a person, and therefore general. 
 He has no tic, unless someone else is observing him 
 and no one is. He is allowed to look at the windows  
 But not out them because the shades are drawn. 
 He picks up some dry leaves from a bouquet 
 of autumn leaves on the floor and puts them around  
 the roots of two philodendron plants so they will rot 
 into richness and enrich the vines. He reflects 
  mindlessly on the meaning of philodendron, then 
  on philo-, then on the nature of fondness, of love.  
  It is then that he dials the phone. 
 
        He says hello 
This is George Gordon, Lord Byron, then he just 
Listens because he didn’t call to talk, he wanted 
To hear your voice85 
 
 
Here love and desire seem at first to be synonymous with the telephone, but any semblance of 
sincerity in the poem is repeatedly undercut. When the phone call goes through, the lover does 
not say that he has called to speak to his beloved. Rather, he immediately proffers his identity as 
‘George Gordon, Lord Byron,’ cloaking himself in the persona of Lord Byron, the mythical 
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seducer and lord of disguises. The alliterative play in lines 10 to 14 provides yet another 
indication of the poetic charade that is slowly unfolding. In the lover’s reflection on the 
‘philodendron,’ and then ‘philo-’ and finally in his picking up of the phone, there is the repetition 
of the Greek letter ‘φ,’ which is indicative of voice, utterance or sound. The instability of the 
voice, and its illusive offering of self-presence comes to the fore, especially given the 
introduction of Byron into the poem immediately following this. Thus voice and the telephone 
are aurally associated with masking and seduction; and even ‘philo’ or fondness, is harnessed to 
this association by sound. Although O’Hara says that the lover ‘reflects/ mindlessly,’ this is no 
casual stream of consciousness: the stilted, almost formal way in which the lover’s thoughts run 
from ‘philodendron’ (a creeping plant), to the Greek root word ‘philo-,’ to its precise meaning of 
‘fondness,’ alludes to the performative, almost scripted nature of this sequence of events. 
Particularly when considered in conjunction with the poem’s title, which states that this is ‘A 
Play About St. Paul,’ the lines read somewhat like stage directions, adding to the constructedness 
of the poem. The genre of the play positions the scene as a spectacle, and keeps the audience at a 
distance – perhaps just as the telephone is a spacing technology. The dropped line, ‘He says 
hello,’ is furthermore a deliberately stylized poetic move (reminiscent of poets like William 
Carlos Williams), which at once attempts to reflect the prosodic cadences of speech and yet 
marks the poem on the page as a visual construct. As Hose argues, ‘both poem and phone-call 
are smirched by poeisis, for, presenting as Byron, O’Hara’s art and life is rendered “hopelessly” 
calculated, theatrical, literary.’86 
 
It is significant that when the lover encounters his beloved and is in need of a mask, he 
instinctively reaches for Byron, who is himself the master of masks. The voice on the telephone 
here becomes a cipher for subjectivity, and the telephone a transmitter of theatricality. Geoff 
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Ward, whose chapter on O’Hara in Statutes of Liberty was the first to consider extensively the 
relationship between Byron and O’Hara, argues compellingly that both poets are masters of the 
kind of poetic self-construction that relies on the suggestive figure of the poet being an ‘achieved 
illusion.’87 Indeed, the ‘powerful irony’ courted by such poetry hinges upon the constructed 
singularity of this very figure itself – for while O’Hara ‘relished the poem’s emergence as a vortex 
of energies at whose still centre was the figure of Frank O’Hara,’ like the Byronic self this alluring 
personality is necessarily a ‘phantom possibility retreating before the advance of any given 
poem.’88 Hose, aptly quoting Peter Cochran on Byron, writes that ‘being “Frank” is precisely 
about operating “from behind a series of increasingly sophisticated (and entertaining) facades, 
whose very style and frankness are designed to convince, even as they disguise.”’89 
 
O’Hara’s poem impishly hints at this simulacra of a self, even as it expressly works to 
sustain this sophistry. In the lines ‘Where is he? he is everywhere, he is not / a character, he is a 
person, and therefore general,’ the narrating poet is presented as unreliable, subtly undermined 
by the poetic line break: ‘he is everywhere, he is not’ comes before the break, which is then 
followed with ‘a character, he is a person, and therefore general.’ Avowal (‘he is everywhere’) is 
therefore followed immediately by denial (‘he is not’); and the seeming opposition between ‘a 
character’ and ‘a person’ is broken down. The lover in the poems is purportedly ‘not / a 
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character, he is a person’; and yet, despite this disavowal of theatricality, there is a canny 
awareness of the audience. Even his somatic quirkiness, his tic, only manifests itself in the 
presence of an observing eye. The declaration that ‘he is a person’ – an individual with 
personality – is immediately subverted by the explanation, ‘and therefore general.’ He is thus 
merely playing the part of the Romantic model lover, which is available as a stance to anyone. 
This discrepancy between the performing public persona and the private self is echoed later in 
the poem: 
 
  He’s not just fond, even when alone. 
 It’s more likely that he’s fond in front of people. 
 Then, if they leave the room he takes you in his arms 
 for a few minutes terminated physically by footsteps.90 
 
Being fond – which echoes the first stanza, in which the lover ‘reflects / mindlessly… on the 
nature of fondness’ – becomes merely a gesture put on for show when the lover is ‘in front of 
people.’  
 
Thus O’Hara gestures here toward the tension between being a public body and having a 
specific body. Jonathan Flatley, who writes about Andy Warhol’s work, points out that Warhol 
was acutely aware ‘that the ability to be a specific person with a specific body and specific desires 
is in tension with the ability to be abstracted into a public person, a process he aptly describes as 
“fitting into a stock role”.’91 O’Hara, I would argue, shares much with Warhol in this 
consciousness of the disembodiment imbricated in publicity. His work locates itself in the 
hinterland between the specific, sensual corporeality required for a person to be a body in the 
public sphere, and the necessary self-abstraction that comes with that publicity. As Flatley posits,  
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both the commodity and the celebrity, the advertisement and the elegy are 
situated in the prosopopoetic economy, an economy that defaces as it gives face, 
that produces anonymity even as it enables recognition, and does not distinguish 
between the dead and the living.92 
 
O’Hara plays the ‘stock role’ of the flamboyant lover in this poem – yet quietly mocks 
and undermines its conventions – just as he wittily parodies the role of the Romantic poet and 
highlights its mythologising tropes: 
 
      Behind, in his actual 
 mind, he has a vague desire to write a long beautiful poem 
 like The Night of Loveless Nights but he has not known 
 a loveless night for so long. And it might mean bad luck, to imagine 
 such a thing. And he ponders the meaning of loveless, 
to be alone is not to be loveless, if you love.93 
 
Any lofty metaphysical reflections on lovelessness and loss are drolly brought back down to 
earth with the bathos of the realisation that ‘he has not known / a loveless night for so long.’ 
After all, he rationalises, being alone does not necessarily equate with being loveless. Here too, 
the aestheticisation of despair is anticlimactically foreclosed by the half-absurd observation that 
‘it might mean bad luck, to imagine / such a thing.’ Similarly, in the next stanza, the rhetoric of 
romantic praise contains an intertextual reference to another one of O’Hara’s poems which 
debunks its own verse-convention. The Byronic lover in ‘A Play About St. Paul’ compliments his 
beloved, alluding to the odalisque in art by his reference to her pale sleepiness:  
     
he looks across at you and sees your face 
  grow pale with sleepiness, and your eyes gleam abstractedly 
  and your eyelids are the color of Rembrandt’s Polish Rider, 
  a color nature has taken the same infinite pains to achieve 
  and has achieved nowhere else.94 
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The lover compares his beloved’s eyes to Rembrandt’s famous painting, The Polish Rider, which 
also features in another of O’Hara’s poems written earlier that year, ‘Having a Coke with You’: 
  
          I look 
  at you and I would rather look at you than all the portraits in the world 
  except possibly for the Polish Rider occasionally and anyway it’s in the Frick 
which thank heavens you haven’t gone to yet so we can go together the first   
time95 
 
In this poem, the jocular preference for Rembrandt’s painting is, as Ward notes, ‘such an 
authored quotation, so ridiculously definite a Critic’s Choice, that it ends by undermining the 
whole idea of rational preference and restores feasibility to the unimpeded emotionalism of the 
previous line.’96 O’Hara’s brief Byronic posturing in ‘Having a Coke With You’ is undercut, such 
that genuine affection cascades back in his gladness that he gets to experience The Polish Rider for 
the first time with his beloved. The import of this painting for comically debunking the 
Romantic Byronic stance, then, can be applied to ‘A Play About St Paul’: selfhood thus becomes 
a mercurial trying on and shedding of various poses, and the poem becomes a burlesque riff on 
the nature of desire.  
 
The entire poem starts to read as a play on theatrics, once we begin to unfurl the layers 
of references that O’Hara is using in ‘A Play About St Paul.’ Written by Robert Desnos, The 
Night of Loveless Nights is an experiment in masking – the long poem experiments with different 
voices and symbolic masks, which Desnos assigns to himself and the women who are the objects 
of his affection. Katharine Conley describes it in this way: 
 
The poem is a veritable drama, an agon, with multiple and competing voices and 
dialogues in which the principal poetic voice speaks sometimes to others, 
sometimes to himself. Its theatrical setting is enhanced by explicit references to 
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mythical personae often connected to the theatre. Don Juan (who is also not 
Don Juan) and Bacchus appear.97 
 
 
O’Hara self-consciously worries the seam between performativity and life, playing with the 
theatrics of the self and what it means to write himself as a poet and lover. As Drew Milne 
suggests,  
 
The critical question to emerge is the extent to which any performance of writing 
as artifice can constitute itself as a performance, rather than as an expression or 
representation of being, so as to articulate performance over being…. [O’Hara’s] 
poems variously map the performance of his socialised being as lover, friend, 
aesthete and poet onto the performance of being a writer, projecting a 
compounded quality of lived performance and artifice.98 
 
The obfuscation between performance and being that Milne refers to is crucial to 
O’Hara’s mythopoetics of the self. O’Hara’s use of Byron as a persona in this poem is 
particularly compelling because of the way in which Byronism depends on a complex theatrical 
stance which is at once remarkably contrived, and at the same time predicated upon the very 
disavowal of contrivance. For Byron, dandyism as a way of life and a fashion statement is also 
inextricably linked to his poetics. As Christine Kenyon Jones points out: 
  
Vulgarity in both dress and poetry consists, Byron claims, of paying too much 
attention to what people think of you: trying too hard, piling on the finery, 
showing off, copying others. True fashion or dandyism, as opposed to that of the 
‘Sunday blood,’ likes to give the impression that is uncontrived – that it doesn’t 
give a damn – and is not put on for the benefit of the onlooker but arises form 
an attitude or attribute of the wearer – in this case, his gentlemanliness.99 
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This cultivated nonchalant attitude extends to his poetry; he claims to write poetry solely as a 
form of catharsis for himself to relieve himself of trauma or psychosis, as opposed to writing it 
for an audience: 
 
I by no means rank poetry or poets high in the scale of intellect – this may look 
like Affectation – but it is my real opinion – it is the lava of the imagination 
whose eruption prevents an earthquake.100 
 
I feel exactly as you do about our ‘art,’ but it comes over me in a kind of rage 
every now and then, like ****, and then, if I don’t write to empty my mind, I go 
mad. As to that regular, uninterpreted love of writing, which you describe in your 
friend, I do not understand it. I feel it as a torture, which I must get rid of, but 
never as a pleasure. On the contrary, I think composition a great pain.101 
 
Jones suggests that Byron is here claiming a poetic stance that regards his writing as ‘Freudian 
avant la lettre,’ in which any regard for the pleasure of the reader is ‘brusquely and in fact rather 
insultingly excluded,’ and the reader is ungraciously dismissed.102 For Byron, writing is no 
glamorous vocation but he cannot repress it, for it is his only cure. This seeming indifference to 
the both the art and the reception of his poetry is echoed in Beppo, wherein the poet writes: 
 
  But I am a nameless sort of person, 
   (A broken Dandy lately on my travels) 
  and take for rhyme, to hook my rambling verse on, 
   The first that Walker’s Lexicon unravels, 
  And when I can’t find that, I put a worse on, 
   Not caring as I ought for critics’ cavils; 
  I’ve half a mind to tumble down to prose, 
  But verse is more in fashion – so here goes!103 
 
Projecting a cavalier attitude toward his flâneuristic poetic composition, Byron declares that it is 
the rhyming dictionary that dictates arbitrarily the direction of his ‘rambling verse.’ He explicitly 
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denies caring for ‘critics’ cavils’ and claims that he only sticks to poetry because it is ‘more in 
fashion,’ thus debunking the stance of the self-important poet and attributing his verse to a 
frivolous, superficial concern. Yet ironically, the alternating rhyme scheme, ending in a rhyming 
couplet (abababcc), is itself a practised poetic tradition. Elsewhere too, Byron emphasises the 
capricious whimsicality of his verse, distinguishing himself from overly considered writing: 
 
  I ne’er decide what I shall say, and this I call 
  Much too poetical. Men should know why 
They write, and for what end; but note or text, 
  I never know the word which will come next. 
 
  So on I ramble, now and then narrating, 
       Now pondering.104 
   
 
However, despite his seeming aversion to poetic composition that is ‘much too poetical,’ the 
very irony of the tone here as Byron alternately rambles, narrates or ponders, reveals an artistry 
to his poetry that he seeks to dissemble. Jane Stabler astutely points out that Byron was acutely 
aware of the ‘chance element in the reader’s reception of his work’ and therefore ‘developed a 
mode that was capable of wooing, including and discarding readers,’ while it ‘incorporated risk as 
part of the digressive texture of his writing, translating the aristocratic pastime of seduction into 
a textual encounter.’105 Tellingly, Byron himself makes a statement about the very precise art of 
seductive nonchalance when he describes Don Juan: 
 
  His manner was the more seductive, 
   Because he ne’er seem’d anxious to seduce, 
  Nothing affected, studied, or constructive 
   Of coxcombry or conquest: no abuse 
  Of his attractions marr’d the fair perspective, 
   To indicate a Cupidon broke loose, 
  And seems to say, ‘resist us if you can’ –  
  Which makes a dandy while it spoils a man.106 
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The paradoxically studied effort to achieve a presence in which there is ‘Nothing affected, 
studied, or constructive,’ is given expression both in Byron’s verse, as well as in his stubbornly 
vain attention to his appearance. Drawing from Elizabeth Pigot’s sketches, Jones notes that 
Byron was obsessed with his own appearance, and he ‘in fact laboured mightily to achieve and 
present his chosen body image… he dieted, exercised and sweated in order to slim down to a 
sexually attractive, “pale and interesting” appearance.’107 The persona of the dandy, which Byron 
went to great lengths to inhabit both in his poetry and lifestyle, holds at its heart a clever 
deception. Nevertheless, it is the very finesse with which he achieves this, that most entraps his 
audience. 
 
 The beguiling insouciance and casual sangfroid of this Romantic poet can arguably be 
found in some measure in his modern counterpart O’Hara, whose mantra for poetry 
composition was: ‘You just go on your nerve. If someone’s chasing you down the street with a 
knife you just run, you don’t turn around and shout, “Give it up! I was a track star for Mineola 
Prep.”’108 Where Byron asserts that he just ‘can’t help scribbling once a week,’ O’Hara in his 
mock ‘manifesto’ claims that ‘I don’t even like rhythm, and assonance and all that stuff.’109 And 
where Byron feigns indifference to his critics, O’Hara writes of his poems:  
 
As for their reception, suppose you’re in love and someone’s mistreating (mal 
aimé) you, you don’t say, “Hey, you can’t hurt me this way, I care!” you just let all 
the different bodies fall where they may, and they always do may after a few 
months.110 
 
The affiliation that I propose between Byron and O’Hara does not of course, necessarily mean 
that every aspect of O’Hara’s life was as premeditated as Byron’s was; but it sheds light on the 
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way in which the mythology of the casual genius depends on the cultivation of a poetic voice 
that is itself an ironic statement on theatricality and self-presence.  
 
As Barthes suggests in ‘Fade-Out,’ the convergence of theatricality and the (fading) voice 
finds expression in the unique medium of the telephone – for O’Hara, the phone is ‘the 
mechanism which has brought to him your voice, but not your self.’ The congruency between 
the voice, the telephone and theatricality makes it clear that the telephone is employed as a 
medium through which the constructed self is maintained. Not only does the lover introduce 
himself as Byron, but O’Hara’s poem also ends with the acknowledgement that voice is but a 
shell – O’Hara writes: 
 
And now he is aroused, and dreads the mechanism which has  
brought to him your voice, but not your self. Has brought 
him an abstraction of your love.111 
 
 
Just as it is in Sarrasine, the desire of the lover here (‘And now he is aroused’) is similarly 
structured around a lack, ‘the complete, connected evidence of deficiency,’ as Barthes puts it in 
S/Z.112 The voice of the lover himself is a cipher of subjectivity – he is but a persona – and this 
lack is mirrored in the voice of the beloved that comes to him through the phone line as an 
empty shell. This converges with Barthes’ comments that the voice that reaches him on the 
phone is, as quoted earlier: 
 
a voice I never entirely recognise; as if it emerged from under a mask (thus we 
are told that the masks used in Greek tragedy have a magical function: to give the 
voice a chthonic origin, to distort, the alienate the voice, to make it come from 
somewhere under the earth).’113  
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By bringing in the subject of the Greek tragic mask, Barthes associates the instability of the 
subject – the ‘fading’ of the voice – to the phone line, to theatricality, and importantly, to death 
and mourning. The mask necessarily alters the nature or sound of the voice, while at the same 
time concealing the subject and giving it a ghostly resonance. In other words, for Barthes the 
voice on the phone is located within the prosopopoeic economy, wherein a dead or imagined 
person is given voice and representation in speech.  
 
2.5 ‘I say to myself, you are too serious a girl for that’: Prosopopoeia and the Voice as 
Performance 
 
Prosopopoeia, as the trope that ascribes ‘face’ or ‘name’ to the absent, inanimate or the 
dead, is given recognition in O’Hara’s poem, when he identifies himself as a poet from the past, 
‘George Gordon, Lord Byron.’ On many levels, this poem articulates how O’Hara’s use of the 
telephone is linked to the rest of his poetics. Within the poem, the lover on the phone presents 
himself as Lord Byron – this is masquing happening within the dramatic narrative of the poem. 
On a meta level, however, the use of Byron as a persona is refracted throughout O’Hara’s 
oeuvre, and is a salient representation of the way in which O’Hara builds his cultural mythology 
upon the myth of certain past artists which resonate with him. O’Hara’s remarkable sensitivity to 
myth manifests itself through the logic of prosopopoeia, wherein one way he approaches 
subjectivity is through ventriloquising literary figures as a form of irony. 
 
The fictionality of the subject, especially in a poet as ‘autobiographical’ as O’Hara, once 
again urges the question upon which this thesis is predicated – whether, for O’Hara life begets 
biography, or vice versa. Paul de Man’s take on this is compelling, particularly because he 
theorises on this question in relation to the trope of prosopopoeia. In his essay ‘Autobiography 
as De-facement’ he writes: 
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But are we so certain that autobiography depends on reference, as a photograph 
depends on its subject or a (realistic) picture on its model? We assume that life 
produces the autobiography as an act produces its consequences, but can we not 
suggest, with equal justice, that the autobiographical project may itself produce 
and determine the life and that whatever the writer does is in fact governed by 
the technical demands of self-portraiture and thus determined, in all its aspects, 
by the resources of his medium?114 
 
 
If we think about O’Hara’s poetic project as autobiographical in the sense that Paul de Man 
delineates it, then it is especially apposite to recall that de Man argues in his essay that 
autobiography trades heavily on the trope of prosopopoeia. ‘Autobiography as De-Facement’ 
argues that autobiography is not a genre, but a figure of reading that occurs, to some degree, in 
all texts. de Man argues,  
 
Voice assumes mouth, eye and finally face, a chain that is manifest in the etymology of 
the trope’s name, prosopon poien, to confer a mask or a face (prosopon). Prosopopoeia is the 
trope of autobiography, by which one’s name… is made as intelligible and memorable as 
a face.115  
 
For de Man, the trope of autobiography and the trope of prospopopoeia each registers 
an inherent instability in the very structure of their model which mirrors each other. Describing 
the trope of prosopopoeia ‘the fiction of the voice-from-beyond-the-grave’ and ‘the fiction of 
address,’116 he emphasises that prosopopoeia is the trope of the mask, of the voice as mask. His 
linkage of prospopopoeia to autobiography is telling, because it suggests that prosopopoeia 
stages what has always been the primal scene of analytic understanding. Here I use the term 
‘primal scene’ as Lukacher has redeveloped it for the purposes of literary analysis – he proposes 
the notion of the primal scene as a trope for reading and understanding, defining it as ‘an 
intertextual event that displaces the notion of the event from the ground of ontology.’117 For 
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Lukacher, the primal scene connotes an ontologically uncertain intertextual event that occupies 
the differential space between actual historical memory and imaginative reconstruction. 
Lukacher’s concern, pertinently, is to establish the fictionality of the ‘origin,’ both in the subject 
and in memory and the act of reading itself. 
 
Lukacher examines prosopopoeia as a manifestation of ‘the pre-existent trace underlying 
the possibility of the distinction between presence and absence.’118 Positing that prosopopoeia 
stages the basic relation of the subject to voice, he writes,  
 
Prosopopoeia establishes the relation to voice, the ‘fiction of address,’ as that of 
an insurmountable concealment, for in establishing the fictionality of every mode 
of address, prosopopoeia reveals that we never really know who is talking.’119 
 
 
In other words, prosopopoeia establishes what Barthes, as quoted earlier, has called the une moire 
brilliante d’origines éphémères – the ‘glistening texture of ephemeral origin’ – in a text. In the same 
way, de Man argues that in autobiography, it is impossible to distinguish what the ‘specular,’ 
primal or original moment is that causes the autobiographical event. Using the motion of a 
revolving door to explain this, de Man writes that the metaphor 
 
confirms the turning motion of tropes and confirms that the specular moment is 
not primarily a situation or an event that can be located in history, but that it is 
the manifestation, on the level of the referent, of a linguistic structure. The 
specular moment that is part of all understanding reveals the tropological 
structure that underlies all cognitions, including knowledge of self. The interest 
of autobiography, then, is not that it reveals reliable self-knowledge – it does not 
– but that it demonstrates the impossibility of closure and of totalization (that is 
the impossibility of coming into being) of all textual systems made up of 
tropological substitutions.120 
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Thus, autobiography does not so much reveal facts or reliable information about a subject, but 
rather, is an index of the very impossibility of self-identity and self-recognition – a theme which 
is prevalent throughout O’Hara’s poetry. The specular moment of face-giving can be understood 
as a figure of (re-)cognition – the moment we address or try to know ourselves or an other, or 
read a text.  
 
The symmetry in prosopopoeia and autobiography as de Man describes it provides a 
particularly salient tropological framework through which to understand much of O’Hara’s 
work. Many of his persistent interests (such as fame, consumption, the fictioning of the self, and 
death), as well as the rhetorical devices he employs throughout his oeuvre can be understood 
together under the sign of prosopopoeia, the fiction of a voice beyond the grave, and the grave 
beyond each voice. In O’Hara’s work, this fictioning or masking of the self in terms of the voice 
is, I argue, a significant part of the way in which he shapes his mythology.  
 
O’Hara’s prose poem ‘Dido’ offers a very early example of this type of ventriloquism. 
The convergence of mourning and death, commodification and celebrity, and the re-articulation 
of mythical voices from the past – all of these ‘give face and subsequently voice’ through 
performance. In ‘Warhol gives Good Face,’ Flatley argues that much of Warhol’s work can be 
conceived of as trading in prosopopoeia, asserting that ‘Warhol saw that the poetics of publicity 
were also those of mourning. To become public or feel public was in many ways to acquire the 
sort of distance from oneself that comes with imagining oneself dead.’121 The imbrication of 
desire, (self-) recognition and the work of mourning that marks the attempt to have a public self 
shares much in common with the ritual of attending your own funeral. As Flatley puts it, ‘You 
get to see yourself reified, eulogized, coherent, whole – and you get to see other people 
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recognizing you.’122 In ‘Dido,’ O’Hara underscores this tension when he ventriloquises Dido; this 
is itself a kind of prosopopoeia in its function as a form of spectral communication – it re-
articulates a voice from the past with renewed import. On another level, O’Hara also focalises 
the prosopopoeic in the homology between the face-giving that celebrity culture accomplishes, 
and the work of memorializing involved in mourning. For O’Hara as for Warhol, the elegy and 
the autobiography, the celebrity and the commodity, are all invested in the same economy of 
face-giving, and, to the extent that they are predicated upon the absence of the self, also entail a 
simultaneous de-facing.  
 
In this poem O’Hara performs a double personification – the camp feminized persona, 
and the role of Dido on her self-ignited pyre. Exploiting the artifice of ventriloquism in order to 
re-create and re-embody a figure from the past, O’Hara uses the first person pronoun to cast 
himself in the role of Dido, the mythical woman who often features as the icon of death and 
desire:   
 
I could find myself some rallying ground like pornography or religious exercise, 
but really, I say to myself, you are too serious a girl for that. … If, when my 
cerise muslin sweeps across the agora, I hear no whispers even if they’re really 
echoes, I know they think I’m on my last legs, ‘She’s just bought a new racing 
car’ they say, or ‘She’s using mercurochrome on her nipples.’  
 
… 
 
Well all right. But if this doesn’t cost me the supreme purse, my very talent, I’m 
not the starlet I thought I was. I’ve been advertising in the Post Office lately. 
Somebody’s got to ruin the queen, my ship’s just got to come in.123 
         
This poem is particularly haunting for its acute consciousness of O’Hara’s own 
commodification, dramatizing the complexities of becoming a subject under the glare of lights of 
late capitalism and celebrity. The use of the intimate first person prompts the reader to consider 
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whether O’Hara is half-seriously mocking the perceived ‘advertising’ of himself, in which he 
engages in feverish consumption (‘a new racing car’) and worried preening (‘mercurochrome on 
her nipples’) in order to stave off his inevitable decline. He alludes to the way in which 
iconisation depends on the sustained performance of various tropes that maintain a particular 
appearance. When O’Hara questions himself – ‘Suppose you really do, toward the end, fall away 
into a sunset which is your own self-ignited pyre?’ – we wonder along with him whether his 
iconisation and desirability is a self-ignited pyre that will ultimately destroy him. The 
starlet/queen hearkens for the whispers of adoration and delight as she walks through the 
marketplace, her glamorous ‘cerise muslin [sweeping] across the agora’; but she hears nothing, 
not even echoes. This reading suggests that we think about celebrity and the public body in 
terms of the funeral pyre and the death of the self. In occupying a space within the prosopopoeic 
economy, O’Hara’s poem travesties the work of mourning that comes with recognition of the 
self-loss that necessarily accompanies the self in the public sphere. This identification with 
mourning and death is woven throughout O’Hara’s poems. For example, the epic elegy for his 
emotions, ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ opens with O’Hara experiencing the same kind of 
disembodiment that comes with both the public persona and the funeral – he is watching the 
man in his own quietness carry his self like a gondola through the streets.  
   
However, O’Hara’s deliberate interruption of this mythic cultural reference does not 
allow the reader to settle on one interpretation. His theatricalized poetic performance of Dido 
also communicates a camp, surrealist disposition that destabilises, but does not disqualify 
altogether, the associations that accompany the original myth. Here it is important to draw 
attention to the reading cultures surrounding Virgil’s Dido myth. As Marilynn Desmond notes, 
Virgil’s Aeneid has historically been read within contexts that perpetuate social and cultural 
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hierarchies.124 Virgil’s Dido was an adaptation of the historical Dido, transposing her from a 
chaste woman with (masculine) kingly properties, into a woman overcome by wanton, hysterical 
love for the hero Aeneas. Virgil’s Dido implies unbridled sexuality, as opposed to her Greek 
origin, which focuses on her as role as the queen of Carthage (O’Hara hints at his awareness of 
this historiographical rewriting when, in his poem, Dido walks through the Roman agora instead 
of the Greek forum). Tracing the medieval contexts of reading the Aeneid, Desmond points out 
that the circulation of Dido as a canonical text within a distinctly male ‘structured regime of 
reading’ contributed to the extent to which ‘learned readers of the Aeneid had come to identify 
Virgil’s Dido with the seductive qualities of textuality’: 
 
In the homosocial arrangement of medieval academic cultures, the written text of 
the Aeneid came under the scrutiny of schoolboys and learned men 
who participated in the academic dialogues recorded in centuries of glosses and 
allegories that testified to the canonicity of the Aeneid and assured its continued 
status as a master text. In such a scene of reading, Dido’s pagan sexuality could 
be most easily recuperated as a figure of libido.125 
 
This idealised masculine readership means that ‘the reading of the Aeneid – as part of Latin 
training – has been associated with a class-specific performance of masculinity,’ wherein it 
becomes a significant initiation rite for elite schoolboys ‘in their acquisition of a public language 
basic to their acquisition of a mature masculine identity.’126 
 
 When read with these contexts in mind, O’Hara’s drag version of Dido satirises the 
virulently misogynistic, patrilineal biases that inhabit traditional readings of Dido. With its deeply 
ironic tone, it also self-reflexively highlights the ways in which egregious reading practices can 
structure the reception of a text – much as his own work has been subject to particular 
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interpretations. O’Hara campily laments that ‘I could find some rallying ground for myself like 
pornography,’ alluding to the excessive sexuality that pervades not only medieval readings of 
Virgil’s Dido, but which also plagues his own reception. The drag ventriloquising of Dido draws 
attention to what Judith Butler has pointed out as ‘the situation of being implicated in the 
regimes of power by which one is constituted and hence, of being implicated in the very regimes 
of power that one opposes.’127 O’Hara takes a text in which a figure of difference has been 
historically utilised to bolster a specific performance of masculinity, and gives her a voice which 
is gender ambivalent – both male and female. In this destabilising performance, he subtly 
highlights the repetition of tropes and ideals – the very performativity of voice – that surround 
the mythologisation of a self, and he appropriates these tropes in order to undermine them. As 
Butler notes, the performance of drag highlights the hegemonic power of gender ideals by 
accentuating the indices of female glamour. At the same time, however, it subverts them, ‘to the 
extent that it reflects on the imitative structure by which hegemonic gender is itself produced 
and disputes heterosexuality’s claim on naturalness and origin.’128  
 
In much the same way, O’Hara wittily draws attention to the performative structure of 
voice that sustains the O’Hara phenomenon, while employing the very tone of voice that has so 
enraptured his audience. In the rapid tumbling of words that constitute the poem, we read all the 
cultural implications that plague the original Dido, but O’Hara’s stagey femme-camp rendition 
seems to undercut that and nudge the reader towards the kind of reading that bolsters his own 
mythology – that of the witty, theatrical, insouciant poet who is ultimately too flamboyant to be 
taken seriously. Take, for example, the review of O’Hara’s Collected Poems, written by Herbert 
Leibowitz in the New York Times:  
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A fascinating amalgam of fan, connoisseur and propagandist, he was considered 
by his friends, in an excess of enthusiasm, the Apollinaire of his generation, an 
aesthetic courtier who had taste and impudence and prodigious energy…. 
O’Hara exhibits a precocious air of command and a throwaway charm, as if to 
the verbal manner born. A Pan piping on city streets, he luxuriates in the 
uninhibited play of his imagination.  
 
 
Leibowitz concludes that ‘the pleasure of the Collected Poems confirms his place as one of our best 
minor poets.’ 129 Voice here is, as in other O’Hara poems, a seductive performance, which 
Leibowtiz clearly falls for. But O’Hara’s use of voice, as I have demonstrated, also presents the 
possibility of interrupting that very repetition. 
 
The camp aesthetic has usually been taken, as Susan Sontag suggests in the earliest 
theoretical treatment of the phenomenon, as ‘the love of the exaggerated, the “off,” of things-
being-what-they-are-not.’130 However, O’Hara’s campy mining of the Dido myth demands 
something more complex than merely the breakdown of tradition that critics attribute to camp. I 
suggest that the kind of camp aesthetic that O’Hara employs in his ventriloquistic poems begs a 
reading that is closer to Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s ‘reparative reading.’ Sedgwick’s re-theorisation 
of camp performativity offers an alternative reading of O’Hara’s re-mythification of various 
mythical personae, and bears elaboration here. In her essay ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative 
Reading,’ Sedgwick responds to the culture of what she terms ‘suspicious reading,’ which has 
allegedly dominated literary studies in recent decades.131 Drawing on Paul Ricouer’s 
‘hermeneutics of suspicion,’ she asserts that the ‘paranoid’ reader reads with the self-imposed 
burden of exposing through interpretive inquiry the latent mechanisms of social oppression and 
injustice. Sedgwick contends that such critics tend to approach a text armed and ready for ‘the 
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detection of hidden patterns of violence and their exposure.’ The result of such confidence in 
the seditious force of exposure, however, is that the kinds of responses toward and questions 
one can ask of a text are limited to those which depend (too heavily) on a dialectic of repression 
and oppression. The paranoid critic reads with the intent to deconstruct or demolish, always 
driven by a critical anxiety. In contrast, Sedgwick urges a critical practice that fosters an openness 
to affective responses and the many reasons that people read, including pleasure. ‘The desire of a 
reparative impulse,’ Sedgwick posits, ‘is additive and accretive. … it wants to assemble and offer 
plenitude on an object that will then have resources to offer to an inchoate self.’ Only then, she 
argues, might we understand ‘the many ways selves and communities succeed in extracting 
sustenance from the objects of culture.’132 Reparative reading, in this sense, is quite literally re-
constructive. It allows for the critic ‘to use one’s own resources to assemble or ‘repair’ [them] 
into something like a whole – though… not necessarily like any pre-existing whole.133 
 
Ultimately, then, this method of reading encourages an understanding that the paranoid 
and the reparative can productively ‘interdigitate,’ wherein the reassembling of cultural artifacts 
to form a new whole offers ‘sustenance’ in a culture that might not otherwise offer any. As I 
have argued with regards to O’Hara’s methods of re-mythologisation, his renewal of texts is not 
so much a method of negating or ignoring the various oppressions present during the Cold War, 
but rather a way of being that navigates what it means to be an ‘I’ within such circumstances. ‘To 
be other than paranoid,’ Sedgwick argues, ‘to practice other than paranoid forms of knowing 
does not, in itself, entail a denial of the reality or gravity of enmity or oppression.’134 Rather than 
blinding itself to the reality of repression, reparative reading brings into focus the fact that 
criticism is not merely a way of deciphering or ‘exposing’ the real intent of cultural forms. 
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Rather, it is a praxis of producing texts in response to them – a practice which might very well 
make use of the oppressive cultural material itself. ‘Assembling fragments in the semblance of a 
meaningful whole, the reparative reader resembles a modernist poet or bricoleur as much as a 
common reader,’ Brian Glavey suggests in The Wallflower Avant Garde. ‘Reparativity, in other 
words, might be understood as a way of manipulating material rather than reading texts.’135 
 
Sedgwick’s reconceptualization of camp performativity offers perhaps the most cogent 
justification for her theory. She asserts that camp is severely misrecognized when it is viewed 
narrowly through paranoid lenses. ‘Camp,’ Sedgwick points out, ‘is most often understood as 
uniquely appropriate to the projects of parody, denaturalization, demystification, and mocking 
exposure of the elements and assumptions of a dominant culture.’136 In contrast, Sedgwick posits 
that camp can arise out of the richness of experience and diversity, and a reparative reading will 
undertake ‘a different range of affects, ambitions, and risks,’ without forgoing its critical edge.137 
Applying a reparative reading to camp, she writes: 
 
To view camp as, among other things, the communal, historically dense 
exploration of a variety of reparative practices is to do better justice to many of 
the defining elements of classic camp performance: the startling, juicy displays of 
excess erudition, for example; the passionate, often hilarious antiquarianism, the 
prodigal production of alternative historiographies; the ‘over’-attachment to 
fragmentary, marginal, waste or leftover products; the rich, highly interruptive 
affective variety; the irrepressible fascination with ventriloquistic 
experimentation; the disorienting juxtapositions of present with past, and popular 
with high culture.138  
 
 
The reparative reading that Sedgwick advocates is particularly relevant for O’Hara’s reworking of 
myth. The ‘prodigal production of alternative historiographies’ and the ‘irrepressible fascination 
                                                     
135 Brian Glavey, The Wallflower Avant-Garde: Modernism, Sexuality and Queer Ekphrasis (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 11. 
136 Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,’ 149. 
137 Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,’ 150. 
138 Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,’ 149-50. 
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with ventriloquistic experimentation’ manifest a striking overlap with O’Hara’s methods. Salient 
here is the way Sedgwick’s theory dovetails with O’Hara’s appreciation of classical and personal 
myth, and his ardour for the potential regeneration that inheres in the raw material of such myth. 
In O’Hara’s deconstructed Dido myth, the enunciating of his current cultural concerns through 
the voice of Dido allows for the resurrection of a new mythology which O’Hara can claim as his 
own.  
 
John Richardson, in his essay on a Sedgwickian reparative reading of neosurrealist 
musicals, writes of the turn towards a more sensory engagement and reparative understanding of 
camp: 
 
Outmoded objects may simultaneously be mobilized to serve a critical agenda yet 
offer reparative pleasures that are bound up with sensory perception and a camp 
sense of fun. Camp aesthetic objects activate cultural memories, but it is not the 
act of remembering that is reparative, so much as the reflexive understanding that one 
is remembering.139 
 
 
Because ‘outmoded’ cultural objects such as myth are always tethered to cultural memories 
(remembered pasts), any remediation unavoidably reaches back to the past while simultaneously 
insisting on its place in the present. The lacuna between the original and its repetition, then, is 
where the camp aesthetic operates. O’Hara’s drag version of Dido is not necessarily camp 
because it contains an encoded parodic critique of mainstream culture; rather, it exhibits its 
campiness in the sense of exhilaration and playfulness that is produced in the gap between the 
original myth and its revision.  
 
                                                     
139 John Richardson, ‘The Neo-Surrealist Musical and Tsai Ming Liang's The Wayward Cloud,’ in The Oxford 
Handbook of New Audiovisual Aesthetics, ed. John Richardson, Claudia Gorbman and Carol Vernallis (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 289 (emphasis mine). 
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The ‘reflexive understanding that one is remembering’ is a significant part of O’Hara’s 
lyrical turn. In his use of both personal and classical myth, O’Hara demonstrates a keenness for 
the past, but in a form that celebrates its rebirth in the present. His work is constantly vacillating 
between cultural memory and the immediate fleshiness of the present, ‘just as the concept of 
cultural memory itself is predicated on meanings that are always renegotiated with reference to 
contemporary codes and sensibilities.’140 The pleasure O’Hara distils from such rehabilitation is 
itself reparative in the Sedgwickian sense, and I would argue, a fundamental part of the O’Hara 
myth. For part of O’Hara’s charm is his elusiveness; this he achieves by conveying not the static 
identity of the poet, but the moment of improvisation and surprise.  
 
In the same way that O’Hara uses classical myth in his self-poiesis, he also uses the 
myths of past poets to negotiate his personhood in the present. In ‘Autobiographia Literaria,’ for 
example, O’Hara composes himself through the traces of Coleridge, appropriating Coleridge’s 
childhood narrative in Biographia Literaria as his own: 
 
When I was a child  
I played by myself in a 
corner of the schoolyard 
all alone. 
 
I hated dolls and I 
hated games, animals were 
not friendly and birds 
flew away. 
 
If anyone was looking 
for me I hid behind a  
tree and cried out ‘I am 
an orphan.’ 
 
And here I am, the 
center of all beauty! 
writing these poems! 
                                                     
140 Richardson, ‘The Neo-Surrealist Musical,’ 307. 
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Imagine!141 
 
The poem’s title announces flamboyantly that it will be a story of O’Hara’s life. Yet, in the very 
movement in which he veers towards autobiography, O’Hara retreats from it with great alacrity – 
for the autobiographical promise he apparently offers is nothing but a parody on another’s poet’s 
work. O’Hara confidently adds ‘Auto’ to Coleridge’s Biographia, staking a claim for signing his 
name to anyone else’s life story – in much the same way that he once signed a postcard of the 
Chrysler Building, addressed to Robert Fizdale, as ‘Guillaume.’142 The ‘I’ of O’Hara’s poems is 
thus, as Frow puts it, ‘structurally riven, positional, and alienable yet embodied, a reference point 
in time and space and yet movable from discursive point to point.’143O’Hara appropriates 
Coleridge’s childhood, with its stories of orphanhood and loneliness, and makes it his own: 
‘When I was a child / I played by myself.’ The final exclamation, ‘Imagine!’ also gestures campily 
towards Coleridge’s famous thesis on the Romantic Imagination in Chapter Thirteen of 
Biographia Literaria.  
 
The poem’s comment on the constructedness of one’s biography is made all the 
significant when we take into account the complicated compositional history of Coleridge’s 
Biographia and its embroilment in the scandal of plagiarism.144 Significantly, the Biographia has also 
been unable to shake off the acrimonious disagreements among scholars about whether it is 
actually an autobiographical work. Coleridge himself was the first to disavow its status as 
                                                     
141 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 11. According to Kenneth Koch, presumably written in 1949 or 1950. First 
published in Harper’s Bazaar (October 1967).  
142 Frank O’Hara, unpublished correspondence, 26 December 1953, Frank O’Hara Papers, Museum of 
Modern Art, New York.  
143 Frow, ‘Voice,’ in Character and Person, 164. 
144 Raimonda Modiano, ‘Coleridge as Literary Critic: Biographia Literaria and Essays on the Principles of 
Genial Criticism,’ in The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Frederick Burwick (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 204-34. The Biographia has been plagued by the spectre of plagiarism, ever since 
Thomas De Quincy exposed Coleridge’s unacknowledged borrowings from Schelling and other German 
writers in Tait’s Magazine in 1834.  
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autobiography, changing the title from the original ‘Autobiographia Literaria’ to ‘Biographia 
Literaria.’145 Additionally, the narrative that ‘Autobiographia Literaria’ rehearses – about 
becoming a poet in the Romantic tradition – has echoes in many voices. Coleridge’s own work 
was driven by a competitive desire to prove himself better than his contemporary poet 
Wordsworth, for Biographia was written in great haste following the publication of Wordsworth’s 
Preface, and contains similar strains to Wordsworth’s poem.146  
 
O’Hara’s overwriting of this canonical work is therefore haunted by the ghosts of writers 
in infinite regression. When he proclaims, ‘And here I am, the / center of all beauty! / writing 
these poems!’ he writes with a self-reflexivity that is difficult to discern if we read O’Hara’s work 
in light of his reputation as a poet motivated solely by the present experience. If ‘Autobiographia 
Literaria’ is to be taken as only one pose in O’Hara’s multifarious repertoire, then it raises salient 
questions about what it means to be a poet; and O’Hara’s answer is one that reveals the 
discreteness of the self as a myth in itself. The voice in which he speaks is not always a guarantee 
of a substantial, self-identical presence, but rather an amalgamation of literary echoes made new 
by his ventriloquism. 
  
                                                     
145 Contrary to Coleridge’s own views, however, many critics have contended that Coleridge’s work 
‘belongs squarely’ to the genre of autobiography. H. J. Jackson, for example, has argued that Coleridge’s 
preference for the word ‘biography’ over ‘autobiography’ was predicated by his eagerness to present a 
work that implied ‘Truth, impartiality and setting the record straight,’ as opposed to one that was seen to 
communicate egotism. ‘Coleridge's Biographia: When is an autobiography not an autobiography?’ Biography: 
An Interdisciplinary Quarterly 20 (1997): 57. 
146 Modiano, ‘Coleridge as Literary Critic,’ 214-5. 
 Chapter Three: ‘Is it Dirty? … That’s What You Think of in the City’: 
Frank O’Hara, Edwin Denby and the Mythologising of the Homosexual Flâneur 
 
3.1 O’Hara in New York: Manhattan, the Man and the Making of Mythology 
 
 To think of Frank O’Hara is, in many ways, also to think of the city of New York, and it 
is no wonder, for his poems are saturated with New York City – its sights, sounds and the names 
of its people. New York City is to O’Hara as it is to Walt Whitman, or Hart Crane, or Frederico 
García Lorca. In 2012, when the Leonard Lopate Show asked listeners to vote on the 10 objects 
that ‘best tell New York’s story,’ O’Hara’s Lunch Poems ranked at number six – just before the 
Brooklyn Bridge.1 Today, New York boasts a number of plaques that commemorate O’Hara’s 
presence in the city and his contribution to its vibrant arts scene.  
 
 
Figure 7. Photograph of plaque commemorating Frank O’Hara, 90 
University Place, New York. 
 
                                                     
1 ‘The Story of New York in Ten Objects,’ Leonard Lopate Show, WNYC, New York Public Radio, 
March 2012, accessed 15 September 2017, http://www.wnyc.org/series/story-new-york-10-objects/. 
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At 90 University Place, a small red plaque above the doorway explains that O’Hara once lived 
there, and rather (over-simplistically and inaccurately) describes his work: ‘While living here in 
1957-1959, the poet, critic, and curator wrote a monograph about Jackson Pollock. His poems 
deal with urban themes in an expressionist style analogous to Pollock’s action paintings.’2  
In 2014, the Greenwich Village Society for Historical Preservation (in collaboration with Two 
Boots Pizza and the Poetry Project) unveiled another plaque at another of O’Hara’s former 
homes, 441 East Ninth Street.3 Traces of the poet are physically etched into the city, just as the 
city itself is also inscribed in O’Hara’s poetry. The permanence of these plaques speaks of a 
cultural sanctioning of O’Hara as one of the bards of the city, imbricating him, literally, into the 
city.  
 
Figure 8. Photograph of plaque commemorating Frank O’Hara, 441 East 
Ninth Street, New York. 
                                                     
2 ‘Frank O’Hara’s University Pl. Apartment,’ Literary Manhattan, 2018, 
https://www.literarymanhattan.org/place/frank-oharas-apartment-3/. 
3 ‘Join Us June 10 For Unveiling of Plaque Honoring Frank O’Hara,’ Greenwich Village Society for 
Historic Preservation,’ 30 April 2014, http://www.gvshp.org/_gvshp/preservation/plaque/plaque-05-
30-14.htm; ‘Unveiling of Frank O’Hara Plaque,’ Flickr, photos uploaded by Greenwich Society for 
Historic Preservation, https://www.flickr.com/photos/gvshp/sets/72157644712285829/. 
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 My argument in this chapter is that the trope of the city in O’Hara’s poetry is never 
merely a setting for the main action; rather, it is both a critical tool and a pleasure-inducing 
mechanism that both subverts and bolsters O’Hara’s mythology. O’Hara’s poetry itself marks an 
extraordinary awareness that his own mythology is interwoven with the mythic lure of New York 
City – a sensitivity which is demonstrated in his poem, ‘Commercial Variations.’ This poem, 
which I will analyse further in the next section, presents the subjectivity of the city and the poet 
as both convergent and inter-penetrable, a key component of O’Hara’s poetics and mythology. 
Chapter Three explores precisely this porous relationship between the city and the self, and the 
fluid movements of that self within the city, which in ‘Commercial Variations’ O’Hara calls ‘a 
little freedom to travel.’4 For O’Hara, portraying himself within the city is fundamental to his 
self-construction – it allows him to speak of himself as historically emplaced within a time and 
place (a tactic particularly salient for a writer who was obsessed with the present), but it also 
becomes a way for him to construct himself as a mythological figure by linking himself 
inextricably to a city already thick with mythic lore. As I will demonstrate with O’Hara’s long 
poem ‘Second Avenue,’ mythopoeisis is central to his poetic imagination, and serves to establish 
what Jessica Wilkinson, Eric Perisot and David McInnis have described in their introduction to 
Refashioning Myth: Poetic Transformations and Metamorphoses as ‘a tension between identity/Self as a 
composite product of myth and the active production of the Self through myth.’5 
 
Yet, in producing this myth of the self, the very techniques that O’Hara employs to 
sustain his image and narrative work brilliantly, at the same time, as an undercurrent that subtly 
perturbs the glossy surface of ‘Frank O’Hara’ as he is most well-known. Throughout this chapter 
I consider several rhetorical devices which O’Hara deploys in writing the city, and examine how 
                                                     
4 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 87. Dated New York, April 1952, in MS x 233 with alternate title, ‘Variations on 
a Radio Commercial,’ written alongside. First published in Folder I (1953); reprinted in C 1, no. 7 (1964). 
5 Jessica L. Wilkinson, Eric Parisot and David McInnis (eds), Introduction to Refashioning Myth: Poetic 
Transformations and Metamorphoses (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), 5. 
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they become ways for O’Hara to provide the raw materials of his own mythology, while 
simultaneously establishing a critical literary and cultural practice that, in the end, unravels the 
threads of that very mythology. In his city poems, O’Hara draws from several different literary 
lineages as flexible templates for his own myth: the tradition of gay cruising narratives; the figure 
of the poet-flâneur as carved out by Charles Baudelaire and brought to recognition by Walter 
Benjamin; and the poetry of Edwin Denby, a close friend of O’Hara’s and another less well-
known New York flâneur whose flânerie is similarly marked by the complexities of his sexuality. In 
nodding towards these literary precursors and simultaneously forging his own unique articulation 
of the self within the city, O’Hara demonstrates how the city becomes both a site for, and an 
integral part of, his becoming and unbecoming. As I map the mechanisms of O’Hara’s 
mythologisation onto New York City, I necessarily pay attention to the ways in which bodies 
transgress the borders between proper and improper, between sanctioned and prohibited spaces. 
In so doing, I examine how these bodies enact a fluidity across social spaces that is mirrored in 
the elasticity of O’Hara’s dealings with myth and tradition. 
 
 Importantly, the New York that becomes such a fundamental thread in the O’Hara 
mythology is not merely a geographical construct or a passive background setting for his poems, 
but rather a signifying strategy that allows O’Hara to conceal and maintain a subversive edge to 
his writing. O’Hara’s New York is significant because it moves beyond the frame of the literary 
city as mythological, as James Breslin accurately points out: 
 
From Eliot to Ginsberg the modern city poem has been structured as a mythical 
purgatorial journey that strips away illusions and yields at least the possibility of 
transcendence.... but both The Waste Land and ‘Howl’ offer panoramic views of 
the modern city only in order to annihilate social and physical realities in a 
moment of hallucinatory vision. Frank O’Hara’s lunch poems demythologise the 
poetry of the modern city.6 
 
                                                     
6 James E.B. Breslin, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ in From Modern to Contemporary: American Poetry 1945-1965 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1983), 220. 
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O’Hara is self-consciously aware that he is working within a tradition of mythologising the city, 
and as ‘Second Avenue’ demonstrates, he is not averse to tapping into that lineage of surrealism 
and symbolism. However, what is fundamental about O’Hara’s city poetry is that in its very 
specificity it highlights the deconstructive potential of the trope of the ‘real’ city by revealing the 
mechanisms of its mythification. William Watkin puts it this way: ‘what is key is that it is the city 
of New York for this allows us to move beyond the symbolic and the summarizing which is at the 
heart of previous tropic configurations of cityscapes, to a city of actual places, real encounters, 
historical moments.’ Thus, Watkin argues, ‘the city manifests itself as encoded within a very 
different motility to that of city as metaphor, that is city as metonym.’7 In my thesis, New York 
becomes a metonym for the way in which O’Hara’s fame has been buoyed by a current of 
fantasy. By entwining his own mythology with the legend of New York, O’Hara exposes the 
historical realities and particularities of New York, while adroitly employing the very mythic 
charm of the city to do so. 
 
The narrative featuring New York as the queer capital of the twentieth century has 
always been prevalent, not simply because it was the site of the famous Stonewall riots, which 
birthed gay pride events all over the world, but also as the setting of an elevated phantasmagoria. 
Whitman begins a tradition of celebrating the delirious gaiety of the city in his poetry; in ‘City of 
Orgies’ he salutes New York as a ‘city of orgies, walks and joy,’ and writes exuberant salutary 
lines to the city in ‘City of Ships’: ‘City of the sea! Proud and passionate city – mettlesome, mad, 
extravagant city!’8 In his famous manifesto of New York, the architect Rem Koolhaas also taps 
                                                     
7 William Watkin, In the Process of Poetry: The New York School and the Avant-Garde (London: Associated 
University Presses, 2001), 134. 
8 Walt Whitman, ‘City of Orgies’ and ‘City of Ships,’ in ‘Leaves of Grass,’ ed. Michael Moon (1855; repr. 
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into this myth of New York, titling his book Delirious New York.9 In it, Koolhaas argues that the 
congested urban landscape of New York was built as much from an amalgamation of 
unconscious desire and fantasy, as it was driven by practical city planning. Additionally, it would 
of course be remiss to leave out Salvador Dalí’s New York from this list. Starting in 1934, every 
winter New York would see Dalí arrive in great pomposity and theatricality to occupy Room 
1610 at the St Regis Hotel, howling his war-cry dramatically from the steps of the hotel, ‘Dalí… 
Is… Here!’10 Dalí loved New York for its extravagance and eccentricity, and felt that he had 
found his spiritual home in the city. 
 
 The exhilaration that brimmed in the city during the 1950s was palpable, as New York 
began to experience a huge surge in artistic and cultural energy that came along with the influx of 
European painters during World War II. New York, as Serge Guilbaut puts it in his account of 
the city’s burgeoning art scene, had stolen the idea of modern art from Paris.11 Jane Freilicher 
recalls: 
 
Everyone felt this kind of energy. The new art of younger people was being done 
here. French art seemed extraneous, except Picasso was going great guns, but 
then he was from another period. The action was here. One knew all these 
people. It was a kind of community.12 
 
The frisson in the new art world was mirrored by the wilfully liberal propensities of the 
homosexual community in which O’Hara found himself. O’Hara’s biographer writes that  
 
The excessiveness of the period matched [O’Hara’s] own penchant for 
excessiveness, for trying to shake the mundane in favour of daily, or nightly, 
liberations. It was a time in which everyone, in public at least, seemed to be 
                                                     
9 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1978). 
10 Adrian Dannatt, ‘Dalí in Manhattan,’ Beyond: The St. Regis Magazine, http://magazine.stregis.com/the-
surreal-life-of-dali-in-new-york/. 
11 Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom and the Cold 
War, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983). 
12 Jane Freilicher, quoted in Gooch, City Poet, 191. 
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drinking too much, smoking too much, staying up too late talking…. O’Hara’s 
nervy energy, infectious excitement, love of drinking, and total dedication to a 
life lived for art’s sake made him increasingly a mascot of an era in which wild 
parties seemed as creatively indispensable as they were fun.13 
 
Narrative lines such as Gooch’s help to cement the imbrication of New York’s frenetic energy 
onto the story of O’Hara’s personal life. Similarly, the tales of O’Hara’s love for ‘the ritual of 
seduction’ on cruising circuits depend heavily on the assumption of New York’s liberal 
homosexual scene. Gooch writes: 
 
[O’Hara’s] taste for men whom he thought were straight, especially straight black 
men, often led him outside the perimeter of the established gay bars. Soon after 
his arrival he set up a pattern of episodic promiscuity that characterized his sexual 
life over the next five years, and these episodes fed his conversation and poetry 
as much as, if not more then, his sexuality.14 
 
Gooch (who, notably, has written the only biography of O’Hara to date) goes on to link 
O’Hara’s voracious sexual appetite with snippets of his poetry, claiming that the poems ‘winked 
at these adventures.’15 O’Hara’s poetry does indeed transpose the figure of the flâneur from Old 
Europe to New York, and in so doing he deliberately brings to the fore the sexualised cityscape, 
embodying the familiar figure of the gay man cruising the city. This undoubtedly contributes to 
the myth of O’Hara as a vibrantly promiscuous man, fully embracing the hectic decadence of the 
homosexual lifestyle offered by a ‘gay mecca’ such as New York. Even today, trite articles such 
as Buzzfeed’s salacious ‘23 Sordid Tales from the Sex Lives of Some of Your Favourite Gay 
Authors and Artists’ capitalise on these narrative strands and perpetuate the notion that O’Hara’s 
promiscuity and his being a man-about-town are inescapably linked.16  
                                                     
13 Gooch, City Poet, 203. 
14 Gooch, City Poet, 195. 
15 Gooch, City Poet, 196. 
16 Reginald Harris, ‘23 Sordid Tales from the Sex Lives of your Favourite Gay Authors and Artists,’ 
Buzzfeed, 27 December 2013, https://www.buzzfeed.com/reginaldharris/22-sordid-tales-from-the-sex-
lives-of-some-of-your-favorite?utm_term=.il35wG4ez#.ohDembY30. O’Hara’s life features in tales 15 
and 16. 
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Nevertheless, while the tales of artistic decadence and excessiveness are seductive, when 
paired with nostalgia for a New York that is overburdened by its symbolic capital, they can 
arguably create a false sense of history. Or as in O’Hara’s case, they sustain a dangerous 
mythological status that, while alluring, tends to blunt the critical edges of his poetry. In 
O’Hara’s case, his Dionysian reputation is arguably tied to an affective yearning for the (often 
imaginary) city of New York and all that it represented during that heady period of the fifties and 
sixties. Svetlana Boym, a scholar who has theorised both the concepts of nostalgia and of 
cultural myth, defines nostalgia as such: ‘Nostalgia is a sentiment of loss and displacement, but it 
is also a romance with one’s own fantasy.’17 Nostalgia, formed through retrospective vision, can 
connect the spaces of collective memory and imagination with personal self-fashioning. It is, in 
this sense, as much about the present as it is about the past. As Boym puts it, ‘a cinematic image 
of nostalgia is a double exposure, or a superimposition of two images – of home and abroad, of 
past and present, of dream and everyday life.’18 The merging of time and space is made possible 
through this double exposure, and Boym insightfully points out the intertwining of place, 
personal mythology and collective memory that nostalgia entails: 
  
Nostalgia appears to be a longing for a place, but it is actually a yearning for a 
different time – the time of our childhood, the slower rhythm of our dreams. In a 
broader sense, nostalgia is a rebellion against the modern idea of time, the time of 
history and progress. The nostalgic desires to turn history into private or collective mythology, 
to revisit time like space, refusing to surrender to the irreversibility of time and plagues the 
human condition. Hence the past of nostalgia, to paraphrase William Faulkner, is 
not even past. It could be merely better time, or slower time – time out of time, 
not encumbered by appointment books.19 
 
I suggest that Gooch’s biography of O’Hara, while fascinatingly written and very well-
researched, can often read as a love song to a lost era, and bears strikingly similar themes to his 
                                                     
17 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic, 2001), xiii. 
18 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, xiii-xiv. 
19 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, xv. 
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own memoir, written later on in 2016.20 O’Hara’s life story, with its dramatic crescendos and 
denouements, coincides neatly with the narrative of New York’s halcyon period, and arguably 
forms an attractive precedent for the memoir of a writer already enamoured by a nostalgia for a 
lost New York. In other words, the formula for the marketability of O’Hara’s life – which 
Gooch undoubtedly capitalises on – thrives on a nostalgia that attempts to ‘turn history into 
private or collective mythology.’ 
 
Gooch’s biography, coupled with anecdotes by O’Hara’s friends about the poet’s 
unconventional sexual escapades, has often taken centre stage in the crowning of O’Hara as the 
bard of 1950s New York City. It is important to realise, however, that the period of gay history 
that O’Hara was immersed in is often overly-romanticised for its freedom and electric sense of 
potential; it was, after all, just after the hardship of the Second World War, and well before the 
1981 scourge of AIDS and its accompanying stigma. Edmund White writes in an essay for the 
New York Times:  
 
In the period before AIDS, the heyday of Studio 5 and Mineshaft, gays were on 
the verge of being dubbed trendsetters and tastemakers; Frank Rich even wrote a 
retrospective article for Esquire in 1987 in which he looked back at ‘the 
homosexualisation of America.’ But the outbreak of the plague in 1981 changed 
all that.21 
 
White, who has written several novels and non-fiction books about his own erotic encounters on 
the cruising circuit in New York, admits candidly that the queer New York of the 1960s and 70s 
                                                     
20 Brad Gooch, Smash Cut: A Memoir of Howard & Art & the ‘70s and ‘80s (New York: Harper Collins, 
2015). His publisher, HarperCollins, describes the book on their website as ‘a searing memoir of life in 
1980s New York City – a colorful and atmospheric tale of wild bohemians, glamorous celebrity and 
complicated passions.’ Harper Collins Publishers, 
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062354952/smash-cut. 
21 Edmund White, ‘Why Can’t We Stop Talking About New York in the Late 1970s?,’ illustrated with 
photographs by Peter Hujar, New York Times T Magazine, 10 September 2015, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/10/t-magazine/1970s-new-york-history.html?_r=0, entitled ‘Love 
Among the Ruins,’ print version, 13 September 2015. 
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is lionised for its perceived freedom, and that such romanticism – what Boym would call 
nostalgia – often permeates culture: 
 
Now, with the Supreme Court’s decision legalising marriage equality and with 
what might be called ‘the banalisation of gay life,’ the imp of the perverse has 
made ‘70s style queers look mighty attractive. Brad [Gooch] reminded me that 
the young gays of that decade had been ruthlessly oppressed when they were 
growing up in Eisenhower’s or Nixon’s America. ‘Finally they were free to be 
open,’ he says. ‘And we felt that we were glamorous and attractive.’ Certainly this 
very romantic view of gay life has come back into currency – and it is in the 
possession of straight as well as gay artists, male or female. It’s a view I subscribe 
to myself, and that permeates my memoir about the period, ‘City Boy.’22 
 
The same nostalgia referred to by White also surrounds queer life in the 50s and 60s, an era 
perceived to be just on the cusp of cultural emancipation for homosexuals and brimming with 
promise.  
 
And yet, if O’Hara’s own poetry suggestively highlights the poetic self walking through a 
city of limitless erotic possibility, this view may not necessarily reflect the whole truth. As Janelle 
Wilson, quoting political theorist Steve Chilton, suggests, ‘nostalgia goes well beyond recollection 
and reminiscence,’ the latter of which are ‘less actively creative’; while recollection and 
reminiscence also entail the selection and ordering of facts, nostalgia is ‘more actively (even if 
unconsciously) myth-making.’23 In other words, nostalgia demands a re-construction of 
memories, rather than simply recollection. The fifties, during which O’Hara wrote his most 
sexually explicit poems, was also a period of American history which was marked by a distinct 
paradox that strained the seams of homosexual life. Scholars such as K.A. Cuordileone, John 
D’Emilio and Roderick A. Ferguson have emphasised the inconsistencies in American attitudes 
towards sexuality in the post-war period, which, as Ferguson points out, ‘included the 
constitution of an American gay subculture during World War II and the denial/ negation of 
                                                     
22 White, ‘Why Can’t We Stop Talking about New York in the Late 1970s?’ 
23 Janelle Wilson, Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2005), 25. 
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that subculture by the American state immediately after the war.’24 Conventional nuclear families 
were disrupted by the war; and this, coupled with the mass migration of rural civilians to the 
cities in search of jobs, suddenly allowed greater freedom and mobility to previously cloistered 
homosexual individuals. The anonymity afforded by city life and the capitalist expansion of the 
American economy thus cultivated what D’Emilio describes as a ‘substantially new “erotic 
situation”’ that allowed for the flourishing of homosexual identities and gay subculture.’25 New 
social relations were emerging, as the traditional heteronormative family increasingly became 
replaced by the presence of queer ‘families’ which gathered in cities. The growing post-war 
economy also fostered the growth of homosocial and homoerotic spaces such as public baths 
and gay bars, which were frequented by gays and lesbians with more financial freedom. 
Cuordileone points out that  
 
the rise of gay and lesbian urban enclaves and communities in the postwar years 
suggests the extent to which the war, and the accelerated changes it provoked, 
helped to establish a larger or at least more noticeable gay subculture in 
America.26 
 
Yet, Cuordileone notes that while ‘social, economic, and market forces were encouraging 
a new current of sexual modernism,’ this existed alongside an ‘official ideology that insisted on 
allegiance to the nuclear family and sexual restraint.’27 Communism, perceived as America’s 
greatest threat, was linked in discourse and language to homosexuality by politicians of both the 
right and left wing. Texts such as Arthur Schlesinger’s classic 1949 statement of liberal 
anticommunism, The Vital Center, demonstrate the way in which  
                                                     
24 Roderick A. Ferguson, ‘The Parvenu Baldwin and the Other Side of Redemption: Modernity, Race, 
Sexuality and the Cold War,’ in James Baldwin Now, ed. Dwight A. McBride (New York: New York 
University Press, 1999), 234. 
25 John D’Emilio, ‘The Homosexual Menace: The Politics of Sexuality in Cold War America,’ in Passion 
and Power: Sexuality in History, ed. Kathy Peiss and Christina Simmons (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1989), 233-4. 
26 K.A. Cuordileone, Manhood and American Political Culture (New York: Routledge, 2005), 71. 
27 K.A. Cuordileone, ‘“Politics in an Age of Anxiety”: Cold War Political Culture and the Crisis in 
American Masculinity, 1949-1960,’ Journal of American History 87, no.2 (September 2000): 531. 
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erotic imagery and gendered dualisms can structure a historical narrative, 
delineate otherwise fuzzy ideological boundaries for partisan purposes, and, in 
this case, reinvent the liberal according to the manly exigencies of Cold War 
politics.’28  
 
Communism, according to Schlesinger’s model of nationalist masculinity, was aligned to the 
ultimate form of perversion and demasculinisation, homosexuality: it 
 
perverts politics into something secret, sweaty and furtive like nothing so much, 
in the phrase of one wise observer of modern Russia, as homosexuality in a boys’ 
school; many practising it, but all those caught to be caned by the headmaster.29 
 
On the other hand, right-wing conservatives such as McCarthy spat vulgar rhetoric that forced a 
binary opposition between ‘hard’ manly American-ness and sissified Communists (and their 
‘soft’ supporters). McCarthy crudely lambasted ‘egg-sucking phony liberals’ who would ‘hold 
sacrosanct those Communists and queers’ in the State Department, and posed his own 
ultimatum: ‘If you want to be against McCarthy, boys, you’ve got to be either a Communist or a 
cocksucker.’30 The interpellation of the ‘boys’ as America’s defence against Soviet infiltration 
elucidates a distinct congruence between the political crisis and a deep-seated anxiety about 
American masculinity and virility. As D’Emilio puts it: 
 
Lacking toughness, the effete men of the eastern establishment lost China and 
Eastern Europe to the enemy, while weak-willed, pleasure-obsessed homosexuals 
– ‘half men’ – feminised everything they touched and sapped the masculine 
vigour that had tamed a continent.31 
 
It was in this climate that homosexuality became cannibalised into the discourse about national 
security.  
 
                                                     
28 Cuordileone, ‘Politics in an Age of Anxiety,’ 519. 
29 Cuordileone, ‘Politics in an Age of Anxiety,’ 519. 
30 Cuordileone, ‘Politics in an Age of Anxiety,’ 521. 
31 D’Emilio, ‘The Homosexual Menace,’ 232. 
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Therefore, the reality of being an ‘out’ gay man in the city of New York in the 1950s and 
60s was not as utopic as the prevalent romantic myths portray. For example, while New York 
was the first state to reduce the penalty for consensual sodomy from a felony to a misdemeanour 
in 1950, the act still remained illegal in Manhattan.32 Plainclothes policemen often patrolled bars 
popular among gay men and made arrests, as Larry Rivers warned O’Hara in a letter: ‘The cops 
are making arrests at the Blue P every night these days.’33 Within these queer spaces of 
Manhattan, it was not just the gaze of desire that was being exchanged; there was also the 
intrusion of the policing gaze into purportedly ‘safe’ gay areas, forcing homosexuals to always 
read the city in an effort to ascertain their own safety. Jeffrey Escoffier points out: 
 
Gay culture in the 1950s was invested in protecting the ‘secret’ of an individual’s 
homosexuality, expressing it only in a symbolic or heavily coded way. Many… 
gay writers and artists reflected to some degree the camp aesthetic that was 
prevalent in 1950s gay culture. Gay men, transvestites, and lesbians frequently 
reacted to the era’s oppression by engaging in camp’s flamboyant, irony-charged 
humour. The ironic interplay between popular culture and high culture, a 
common trait of the camp aesthetic, was especially significant in the work of 
O’Hara, Johns, Warhol, and Albee.34 
 
Bruce Boone, too, argues that O’Hara’s ‘coded gay language’ articulates ‘a need for self-
preservation on the part of the gay community,’ while having ‘the effect of preventing the 
recognition of an oppositional content of gay speech, on the part of the dominant straight 
group.’35  
 
However, I would suggest that O’Hara’s camp language is not merely the linguistic 
expression of a homosexuality that needed to be concealed, but rather the vista through which 
he deliberately conceives history (often, as Shaw points out, ‘through a campy vocabulary of the 
                                                     
32 Laws of New York 1950, Chapter 525, p1271 (11 April 1950). 
33 Gooch, City Poet, 194. 
34 Jeffrey Escoffier, ‘New York City’ (2004), Social Sciences and History Archive, glbtq Encyclopedia, ed. 
Claude Summers (2003-2015), http://www.glbtqarchive.com/ssh/new_york_city_S.pdf, 5. 
35 Boone, ‘Frank O’Hara: Gay Language as Political Praxis,’ 66.  
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panorama or spectacle’).36 In so doing I seek a praxis for David Jarraway’s approach, where he 
resists 
 
the temptation to view O’Hara’s queer perversities as an artful dodge to a 
punishingly homophobic period in American history, and the equal temptation to 
read his at times maddeningly thematic tendentiousness and frequent stylistic 
density as the lubriciously transcendent gestures of political and cultural quietism, 
coincident with ‘culturally imposed silences,’ or ‘the threat of dominant group 
penetrations.’37 
 
 
Therefore, where camp inflections are used within O’Hara’s city poetry, I position them not so 
much as the equivalent of stereotypical ‘gay behaviour’ or a slippery attempt to escape policing; 
rather, I reframe them as an epistemological device through which the poet imagines and 
portrays himself historically within a given moment. As Sontag puts it in ‘Notes on Camp,’ 
‘Camp is a vision of the world in terms of style – but a particular kind of style.’38 Further on in 
her essay, she also describes camp as the ‘sensibility of failed seriousness, of the theatricalization 
of experience.’39 This ‘theatricalization of experience’ according to a certain ‘vision of the world’ 
is precisely what O’Hara achieves in his city poems, in which he rewrites history as experienced 
by one man, and articulates how it presses insistently upon those who live in each passing 
moment. 
 
O’Hara had already identified this kind of writing in John Rechy’s 1963 gay novel, City of 
Light. In a witty review of Rechy’s book employing the latter’s own techniques, O’Hara writes:  
 
The prose of John Rechy is absolutely madly involved with adverbs. Also it is full 
of dots and dashes and elisions, à la Kerouac, and they frequently work well to 
create a run-on casual, or hysterical, fagotty diction which, along with the use of 
capitals for Emphasis of the important feeling-word (not always a noun as in 
                                                     
36 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 82. 
37 David Jarraway, ‘“Vanilla Hemorrhages”: The Queer Perversities of Frank O’Hara,’ in Going the Distance: 
Dissident Subjectivity in Modernist American Literature (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2003), 
123-4. 
38 Sontag, ‘Notes on Camp,’ 56. 
39 Sontag, ‘Notes on Camp,’ 61. 
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German), gets marvellously accurately the Exact tone of homosexual bar-talk… 
which Is something, since I don’t know of any writer who has managed this feat 
Unsquarely.40  
 
Significantly, it is this ‘hysterical, faggoty diction’ – variously modulated or moderated – that 
O’Hara adopts in writing and picturing New York in his most characteristic city lyrics, later 
bound into Lunch Poems. I would suggest, then, that even as O’Hara’s poetry participates in the 
literary tradition of the cruising narrative, he does not necessarily locate this merely within the 
‘real’ New York City as he experiences it. Rather, O’Hara’s dialectic vision of the city also 
constellates a queer space with various other worlds and cities. Like Benjamin, O’Hara 
emphasises the erotic as the terrain from which to mark the reverberations of urbanisation, and 
to fracture the myths of progress that often mask the truths of city life. O’Hara’s sexualised city 
poems challenge the myth of New York as the mecca of sexual permissiveness, while 
simultaneously performing the very fantasy of the gay cruising circuit. In enacting a queer return 
to Benjamin, the figure of the flâneur becomes for O’Hara a way of addressing his awareness of 
seeing and being seen, his prescient notions of being commoditised, and his experience of being 
a gay poet in mid-century New York. 
 
3.2 Loitering Within the Queer Constellations of New York City 
 
If O’Hara is considered the quintessential New York poet, it is noteworthy how often 
the images of New York in his poetry are constellated with sudden image flashes and 
redirections to other countries such as France or Russia. In her essay, ‘Frank O’Hara’s Poetry,’ 
the literary critic Susan Holohan queried in 1973, ‘Why so many references to France?’ and Rod 
Mengham, in his essay ‘French Frank,’ uses Holohan’s question as a springboard from which to 
                                                     
40 Frank O’Hara, ‘Sorrows of the Youngman: John Rechy’s City of Night,’ in Standing Still and Walking in 
New York, ed. Donald Allen (1954; repr., Bolinas, California: Grey Fox Press, 1975), 160. First published 
in Kulcher III, no. 12 (Winter 1963). 
 148 
point out that ‘Frank O’Hara in New York is drawn constantly towards the imaginative 
exploration of Paris’: 
 
O’Hara’s work is immersed in, saturated with, the sights and sounds, the street 
names and references to personalities, of the New York of the 1950s and 1960s. 
And yet, looking through the more than five hundred pages of the Collected Poems, 
it is striking how often New York references are supplanted by French 
references, how often the space that these poems explore seems to be 
simultaneously French and American, how often meditations on New York City 
end up being displaced by reveries about Paris.41 
 
The digressions to which Mengham and Holohan refer are hardly the only ones interspersed 
throughout O’Hara’s poetry ‘about’ New York City. Spliced between the images of New York 
are also memories of O’Hara’s sexual awakening in an unnamed pastoral location, surrealistic 
diversions that indicate that what we are dealing with is not merely the flâneur’s uncritical 
observation of the city. The New York that features in this tale is a constellation of the real and 
virtual, of past and present, and of memory and observation; it shares axes with Paris and Russia, 
and is reconstructed as both urban and pastoral. O’Hara’s poetics of the American street at mid-
century may, in this sense, be viewed as a modernised, intensified version of what Benjamin 
called a dialectical image, ‘wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a 
constellation’ – as Benjamin notes, ‘not progression, but image, suddenly emergent.’42   
 
 
By seeing and presenting the city in what Dianne Chisholm terms ‘queer constellations,’ 
O’Hara draws on Benjamin’s techniques and motifs in ways that allow him to comment on 
culture and society, and his place within it. The conjunction between Benjamin’s optical 
techniques and contemporary queer city writing has been cogently argued by scholars such as 
Chisholm and Ross Chambers, whose studies in queer space and the literary figure’s movements 
                                                     
41 Rod Mengham, ‘French Frank,’ in Frank O’Hara Now: Essays on the New York Poet, ed. Robert Hampson 
and Will Montgomery (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010), 49. 
42 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin, ed. Rolf Tiedemann 
(Cambridge: Belknap-Harvard University Press, 2002), 462. 
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through that space undergird this chapter.43 Chisholm’s book, Queer Constellations: Subcultural Space 
in the Wake of the City, is especially helpful in charting the territory for the type of deconstruction 
of city space that I argue O’Hara is engaged in. Chisholm defines ‘queer constellations’ as 
‘dialectical images of (queer) city/space as represented through a variety of optical and 
perceptual devices.’44 Arguing that there is a ‘general interface between Benjamin’s city writing 
and queer representations of urban space,’ she finds an ‘uncanny conflation of cruising and 
flânerie’ in writing by queer authors writing out of historic inner cities.45 Chisholm goes on to 
explain that ‘the art of dialectical imaging is a form of spatial practice, one that represents the 
space of the city and the space of city history in montage.’ This writing of space necessarily 
works by ‘smashing dominant narrative and dominant space into montage,’ inadvertently 
revealing ‘the space of unfinished history.’46 Such (re)writing of space and history has thus 
become important for reclaiming the urban geography for queer desire and for telling the stories 
of non-heteronormative experiences like O’Hara’s. By thwarting the narratives of linear 
progression, Benjamin’s techniques of constellation and dialectical imaging allow for the 
emergence of stories which may be suppressed by the hegemonic discourses of space and 
history. Chisholm’s formulation of queer constellations is particularly suited to analysing 
O’Hara’s poetry, for it emphasises that myth is created not just by the literary figure moving 
through the city; it insists simultaneously on the mythological weight of the place itself and the way 
it is perceived – a critical viewpoint markedly relevant for New York City and the burgeoning 
gay culture for which it was home.  
 
 
                                                     
43 Dianne Chisholm, Queer Constellations: Subcultural Space in the Wake of the City (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2005); Ross Chambers, Loiterature (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999). 
44 Chisholm, Queer Constellations, 10, 11. 
45 Chisholm, Queer Constellations, xi-xii. 
46 Chisholm, Queer Constellations, 30, 31. 
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Chisholm stresses that queer constellations foreground the city as perceived by cruising gays 
and lesbians, who also ‘behold themselves as fetishes-on-display,’ and who recognise themselves as 
sublime objects of desire.47 Within this representation, the city becomes the space of  
 
enhanced consumer seduction, where commodity spectacle and advertising 
technology saturate and dominate space…. This is the city where the city itself is 
a commodity fetish-on-display, exhibiting and marketing its ‘historic’ sectors, and 
selling (selling-out) its ‘alternative’ neighbourhoods and ‘bohemian’ lifestyles.48 
 
Indeed, with little enclaves like Greenwich Village and East Village each carrying their own 
cultural expectations, the city of New York sells itself as a commodity, marketing itself as the 
place for avant-gardism – whether sexual, cultural, political, or literary. In his poems presenting 
New York as itself a queer, fetishised personality, O’Hara uses this very myth of the city to trace 
the narrative of his own commodification, which he is remarkably cognizant of. Ironically, he 
harnesses the signifying power of New York City itself to express his own ambivalence and 
uncertainty about being made into the image of a ‘New York poet.’  
 
 
In this sense, O’Hara’s techniques arguably anticipate what poet Robert Glück has, in 
conjunction with other San Francisco writers, attempted to forge as ‘New Narrative.’ In his 
essay, ‘Long Note for New Narrative,’ Glück traces the genesis of New Narrative, emphasising 
that it emerged out of the need for a literary form of self-expression that articulates the complex 
construction (and constructedness) of the queer self within commodity culture:  
 
Meanwhile, gay identity was also in its heroic period – it had not yet settled into 
just another nationalism and it was new enough to know its own 
constructedness. In the urban mix, some great experiment was actually taking 
place, a genuine community where strangers and different classes and ethnicities 
rubbed more than just shoulders. This community was not destroyed by 
                                                     
47 Chisholm, Queer Constellations, 11. 
48 Chisholm, Queer Constellations, 11. 
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commodity culture, which was destroying so many other communities; instead, it 
was founded in commodity culture.49 
 
For New Narrative writers and – even if they were not explicitly following such a program – 
their early progenitors like O’Hara, the kind of literature they were experimenting with answered 
the important questions of how to authentically represent gay experience and convey ‘urgent 
social meanings while subverting the possibilities of meaning itself.’50 This meant presenting 
autobiographical writing that emphasises how the self is necessarily implicated in commodity 
culture, while, at the same time, exposing the very construction of the self within that culture. 
Glück offers the kind of guidelines for such writing that could very well be used to describe 
O’Hara’s poetic representation of the gay urban experience:  
 
a story keeps a running commentary on itself from the present. The commentary, 
taking the form of a meditation or a second story, supplies a succession of 
frames. That is, the more you fragment a story, the more it becomes an example 
of narration itself – narration displaying its devices – while at the same time… 
the metatext ‘asks questions, asks for critical responses, makes claims on the 
                                                     
49 Robert Glück, ‘Long Note on New Narrative,’ in Communal Nude: Collected Essays (Los Angeles: 
Semiotext(e), 2016), 15. For more on New Narrative, see Steve Abbott, ‘Introduction,’ Soup 2 (1982), 1. 
For a PDF of this issue, see http://on- contemporarypractice.squarespace.com/pdf-archive/. See also ‘A 
Generosity of Response: New Narrative as Contemporary Practice,’ Introduction to From Our Hearts to 
Yours: New Narrative as Contemporary Practice, ed. Rob Halpern and Robin Tremblay-McGraw (Oakland, 
CA: ON Contemporary Practice, 2017), 7-15. Halpern and Tremblay-McGraw write that New Narrative 
is rooted in both contemporariness and historicity: ‘not only is it a literary phenomenon located in the 
past, but an ongoing construction with a capacious reach.’ New Narrative elaborates a range of 
techniques negotiating ‘writerly pleasure, self-fashioning, social engagement and reflexive accountability’; 
and importantly, in a way that resonates strongly with O’Hara’s work, it emphasises that ‘selfhood, 
personhood, and subjectivity construct themselves in the process of the writing (rather than preceding the 
writing).’ ‘A Generosity of Response,’ 7, 13. 
50 Glück, ‘Long Note on New Narrative,’ 16. Glück notes that there were, inevitably, incommensurate 
demands that placed pressure on the authentic representation of the urban experience, demands 
embodied in questions such as:  
 
How to be a theory-based writer? – one question. How to represent my experience as a gay man? 
– another question just as pressing. These questions lead to readers and communities almost 
completely ignorant of each other. Too fragmented for a gay audience? Too much sex and 
“voice” for a literary audience?’  
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reader, elicits comments. In any case, text-metatext takes its form from the 
dialectical cleft between real life and life as it wants to be.’51 
 
In crafting a narrative – a personal mythology – for himself, O’Hara’s poetry deftly uses 
digressions, fragmentations and constellations to ‘keep a running commentary on itself’ and in 
this manner ‘asks questions, asks for critical responses, makes claims on the reader, elicits 
comments.’ Through these techniques, O’Hara’s poems mark a canny awareness of the way in 
which his ‘I do this, I do that’ style of flâneur’s writing is complicit in his own commodification 
and mythologisation as a writer of New York streets.  
 
Here Chambers’ contention in Loiterature is instrumental in articulating the way a ‘writing 
of im-pertinence,’ with its focus on the trivial and the familiar, can sustain a simulation of 
jouissance while masking a critical edge.52 He suggests that ‘loiterly’ writing, by its very nature, 
diverts attention from its weightier meanings: 
   
It has this characteristic of the trivial: it blurs categories, and in particular it blurs 
those of innocent pleasure taking and harmless relaxation and not-so-innocent 
‘intent’ – a certain recalcitrance to the laws that maintain ‘good order.’ In so 
doing, it carries an implied social criticism.53 
 
Chambers’ argument for the cogency of loiterature in mounting a critical response to the social 
inadequacies of one’s time – all the while trafficking in the pleasures of digression and distraction 
– converges significantly with O’Hara’s pedestrian poetics. O’Hara’s oft-repeated view on poetic 
technique (‘As for measure and other technical apparatus, that’s just common sense: if you’re 
going to buy a pair of pants you want them to be tight enough so everyone will want to go to 
bed with you.’) subscribes precisely to the same alignment of poetic technique to erotic pleasure 
and the sensuality of the body. But the reception and interpretation of this very statement itself 
                                                     
51 Glück, ‘Long Note on New Narrative,’ 17. 
52 Chambers, Loiterature, 39. 
53 Chambers, Loiterature, 9. 
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also exemplifies the way in which O’Hara’s cultivated flippancy can often be mythologised as a 
disregard for literary method and style, when it actually camouflages a distinct resistance to the 
dominant social and literary code.  In the final section of this chapter I return to Chambers’ 
thesis, reading it in conjunction with several of O’Hara’s city poems which on one hand, 
capitalise on and highlight his body moving suggestively through the city, while on the other 
hand allude more subtly to the sense of alienation and invisibility enfolded into the urban gay 
experience of mid-century New York. 
 
3.3 A Palimpsest of Queer Historiography 
 
Through constellating techniques such as montage, parody and pastiche, O’Hara’s poetry 
becomes a palimpsest of city poems written by poets with whom he finds special affinities, 
creating a gossamer web of queer historiography that, at first glance, may not be immediately 
perceptible in his work. Queer constellations provide us with a pressing sense of the present and 
the potentialities of the future, while in the same flash refracting a past world and a past 
community of queer city writers. As Glück, explaining his modus operandi for representing his own 
gay experience, notes, ‘I wanted to write with a total continuity and total disjunction since I 
experienced the world (and myself) as a continuity and infinitely divided.’54 For O’Hara too, this 
aesthetic of ‘total continuity and total disjunction’ embodies the way in which his poetic self is 
always a collaboration with a community of artists and writers (both of the past and the present), 
as well as a myriad of unfinished selves in constant construction. More importantly, as 
musicologist Nadine Hubbs emphasises, the gay male identity was fundamental to what Thomas 
Bender characterises as the ‘loose, complex, crosshatched art world network’ of mid-century 
New York City: the connections that the artists, writers and poets forged through this 
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community helped foster ‘a self-conscious awareness of the presence of homosexuals in the 
highest – as well as middling and lower – ranks of their field, in a period when the very existence 
of gay persons was increasingly denied and erased from American cultural discourses and 
representations.’55 
 
In various places, therefore, this chapter charts an intertextual exchange between 
O’Hara’s and Edwin Denby’s work, which brings pressure to bear on the kind of anti-depth, 
surface reading that O’Hara’s pedestrian aesthetic seems to nudge critics and readers toward.56 In 
fact, while critics tend to reiterate O’Hara’s fabled deliberately ‘non-reflective’ style, his 
revisionary engagement with Denby’s poetry creates a rich tissue of entangled memories which 
reveals the mechanisms of his mythmaking.  It is no mere coincidence, then, that O’Hara quips 
in his famous poem, ‘A Step Away From Them,’ ‘Neon in daylight is a / great pleasure, as 
Edwin Denby would / write.’57 The use of Denby’s proper name not only substantiates a specific 
literary lineage that O’Hara finds crucial to the fine-tuning of his city poetics, but also taps into 
the affective repository already established by the older poet, who wrestled eloquently with the 
same issues that often come to the fore in O’Hara’s city poems. In particular, Denby’s first 
collection of poems, In Public, In Private, exults in a New York brimming with desire and erotic 
possibility; but it oscillates between the explicit expression of this desire and more evasive, veiled 
                                                     
55 Nadine Hubbs, The Queer Composition of America’s Sound: Gay Modernists, American Music, and National 
Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 157. 
56 See, for example, Rod Mengham’s essay in Frank O’Hara Now, which contains a robust argument for a 
specifically anti-depth interpretation of O’Hara’s poetry. Referring to authors like Serge Guilbaut [How 
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What all these writers emphasise is not the abstract side of Abstract Expressionist painters, but 
the expressionist side. In the face of all those energetically worked surfaces of paint they see only 
testimony to a psychological depth. And this is an emphasis that O’Hara is consistently opposed 
to. Mengham, ‘French Frank,’ in Hampson and Montgomery, Frank O’Hara Now, 51. 
 
57 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 258. Dated 16 August 1956. First published in Evergreen Review I, no. 3 (1957). 
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references to homosexual culture. Pairing the two poets’ work together elucidates how Denby’s 
work provides O’Hara with an important precedent for the sensitive rendering of both the 
affective and physical landscape of urban gay experience, and how these are inextricably yoked to 
each other. For O’Hara, the gesture of the step affords him the visibility that his image as a 
flamboyant bard of the city depends upon; but his intertextual engagement with Denby’s mode 
of flâneurism adds a compelling depth to his work which is often ignored by critics.  
 
Despite the relative lack of critical work detailing the literary relationship between the 
two poets, Denby was for O’Hara a major influence and a critical part of his emerging identity as 
a poet and art writer.58 In an intriguing poem written in 1957, ‘To Edwin Denby,’ O’Hara 
expresses explicitly what Aaron Deveson has called ‘from the beginning, a strikingly intimate 
sense of inter-involvement with Denby’:59 
  
                                                     
58 There are several exceptions to this lack of academic interest in the O’Hara-Denby textual relationship. 
Mary Maxwell’s article, ‘Edwin Denby’s New York School,’ examines the thematic affinities between 
O’Hara’s and Denby’s work, and she argues,  
 
Not only is In Public, in Private the first volume of poems published by a poet of the New York 
School, there is an argument to be made that with more complete documentation of Denby’s 
relations with O’Hara’s circle, in addition to his position as a point of reference in the New York 
art world before, during and after the heyday of the New York School of Painting, the whole idea 
of ‘New York School poet’ (of any vintage) is meaningful only relative to the vocation of Edwin 
Denby. Mary Maxwell, ‘Edwin Denby’s New York School,’ Yale Review 95, no. 4 (2007): 95. 
 
The editors of the anthology The New York Poets II also note the distinctly O’Hara-esque aspects of 
Denby’s poetry (‘an almost metaphysical complexity of thought with a pressing awareness of time and the 
quotidian’), subsequently adding, 
 
Denby’s poetry is both original and compelling, and it had a significant influence on both 
generations of New York School Poets. ‘He sees and hears more clearly than anyone I have ever 
known,’ declared Frank O’Hara. Mark Ford and Trevor Winkfield, eds., The New York Poets II, 
(New York: Knopf, 1993), 2. 
 
And Donald Allen, despite leaving Denby out from the important anthology The New American Poetry, 
dedicated O’Hara’s Poems Retrieved to Denby. 
59 Aaron Deveson, ‘A Time to Dance: Frank O’Hara Reading Edwin Denby,’ Concentric 37, no.2 
(September 2011): 160. 
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I’m so much more me 
 that you are perfectly you. 
 What you have clearly said 
 is yet in me unmade. 
 
 I’m so much more me 
 as time ticks in our ceilings 
 that you are perfectly you, 
 your deep and lightning feelings. 
  
 I see in the flashes 
 what you have clearly said,  
 that feelings are our facts. 
 As yet in me unmade.60 
 
Placing himself in the same spatio-temporal field as Denby (‘as time ticks in our ceilings’), 
O’Hara acknowledges that he and Denby share a unique experience of creating the queer self 
within New York, as well as a markedly similar awareness of the way in which time and space 
press upon both of them. As Deveson remarks, this line is ‘as suggestive of late-night 
conversations in New York apartments as it is of their universal mortal predicament.’61 It is along 
these two trajectories that I will suggest an interaction between O’Hara’s and Denby’s work. 
First, there is a distinct recognition that Denby’s ‘deep and lightning feelings’ have contributed to 
O’Hara’s sense of self- construction – ‘I’m so much more me / that you are perfectly you.’ In 
other words, it is because Denby is ‘perfectly’ himself, that O’Hara is able to be ‘so much more 
me.’ Interestingly, these two lines from the first stanza are each articulated twice in the poem, 
but each time in a different permutation; the second stanza repeats these lines, but with the line 
‘as time ticks in our ceilings’ in between. Thus if O’Hara reminds us of the communal sense of 
self he subscribes to, he also does not fail to emphasise that this self is constantly in evolution, 
and that it does not adhere to a static imitation of any predecessor – even if that mentor figure is 
much admired. The final line – ‘As yet in me unmade’ – reinforces the potential for the younger 
                                                     
60 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 286-7. According to Denby, presumably dated 1957 (letter from Edwin Denby 
to Donald Allen, 15 June 1969). First published in Adventures in Poetry 5 (January 1970). 
61 Deveson, ‘A Time to Dance,’ 160. 
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poet to alter and unmake what the older poet has previously accomplished. Again, O’Hara uses 
the musical technique of ‘theme and variation’ to underscore the sense of becoming and 
unbecoming that permeates his city poetry – the phrases ‘what you have clearly said’ and ‘yet in 
me unmade’ have occurred previously in the first stanza in a different arrangement. 
 
 The second interaction between O’Hara and Denby’s work that is woven through this 
chapter is the sense of history and time that remains so distinctly a basis of both their writing. 
This remarkable attunement to temporality has been perceived by several academics as a critical 
undercurrent in Denby’s writing. Mary Maxwell, for example, writes of Denby’s collaborative 
project with his one-time lover, Rudy Buckhardt, Mediterranean Cities: ‘Photography and poetry 
share an acute awareness of the processes of time.’62 Clearly, this ‘acute awareness’ was not lost 
on O’Hara; in a review of the same book, O’Hara notes that Denby’s particular form of poetry 
marks ‘a Proustian progression of sensation, reflection, awareness, spontaneous memory and 
apotheosis,’ and that it works at the interface between ‘art and life, historical and personal,’ 
through which ‘the ambiguous nature of temporality [is] made clear by the timeless exertion of 
consciousness.’63  In emphasising the experience of the conscious self within time, O’Hara 
articulates a sensitivity to the pressures of mortality and the way in which the self, while 
experiencing the very present, is simultaneously always becoming a part of History. Thus in his 
essay, ‘A Time to Dance: Frank O’Hara Reading Edwin Denby,’ Aaron Deveson also hones in 
on what he calls the ‘multi-temporality’ of both O’Hara’s and Denby’s poetics, arguing that 
O’Hara’s enthusiasm for the ‘Proustian’ aspects of Denby’s poetry marks the younger poet’s 
own interest in the ‘pure heterogeneity’ of time as asserted by Henri Bergson – the way in which 
duration, defined as an ‘organic whole,’ consists of the past enduring in the present ‘actual and 
                                                     
62 Mary Maxwell, ‘Edwin Denby’s New York School,’ The Yale Review 95, no.4 (October 2007), 81. 
63 Frank O’Hara, ‘Rare Modern,’ Poetry 89, no. 5 (February 1957), 313. 
 158 
acting.’64 This, in Tim Armstrong’s words, is the way that ‘human time is always a rolling 
accumulation of traces of previous time, taken up into the body and bound up with intentions 
directed at the future.’65 Deveson points out that for another famous city walker, Benjamin, 
Proust’s demonstrations of the triggering of ‘memoire involuntaire’ by the chance encounter 
‘felicitously revealed the continuity between past and present that is a basis for real experience.’66 
Time, for Proust, as well as for Bergson, is an accumulation of impressions upon the 
consciousness, rather than a quantifiable and linear progression. This juxtaposition between the 
rigidity of clock time and the elasticity of personal time (or what Bergson called duration), and 
the way in which art or literature can make a moment expand and swell, is a significant part of 
O’Hara’s work, and it arguably has its precedent in Denby’s poetics. Indeed, in his essay 
introducing Denby’s Dancers, Buildings and People in the Streets, O’Hara gives great weight to this 
theme of temporality: 
 
Much of his prose is involved with the delineation of sensibility in its experience 
of time: what happens, and how often, if at all? What does each second mean, 
and how is the span of attention used to make it a longer or shorter experience? 
Is Time in itself beautiful, or is its quality merely decorable or decorous? 
Somehow, he gives an equation in which attention equals Life, or is its only 
evidence, and this in turn gives each essay, whatever the occasional nature of its 
subject, a larger applicability we seldom find elsewhere in contemporary 
criticism.67 
 
The awareness of history and time that permeates both Denby’s and O’Hara’s work is evident in 
different areas, but the particular conjunction between the two poets that I want to focus on in 
this chapter is the way in which they navigate the experience of being a gay poet in mid-century 
New York. Both poets’ works are permeated with history, but as Ron Padgett notes about 
                                                     
64 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. Frank L. Pogson 
(1913; repr., Mineola: Dover, 2001), 226.  
65 Tim Armstrong, Modernism (Cambridge: Polity, 2010), 13. 
66 Deveson, ‘A Time to Dance,’ 164. 
67 Frank O’Hara, Introduction to Dancers, Buildings and People in the Streets, by Edwin Denby (New York: 
Curtis Books, 1965), 9. 
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Denby’s poetics, this is ‘history taken personally, which enables the poet to give a richer sense of 
the way things are in any particular place.’68 This ‘delineation of sensibility in its experience of 
time,’ as O’Hara terms it, depends on a kind of queer vision and movement through the city – a 
sensitivity and attention to the particular – which Denby was particularly adept at, and which the 
younger poet undoubtedly picked up on.  
 
 The osmosis between Denby and O’Hara’s work stems not only from their intense 
interest in the social and cultural function of the body’s movement through the cityscape; in their 
poetry they also navigate the range of queer affective responses to the cultural pressures of their 
time. In this manner, the spaces of the city are also the physical and emotional sites of 
dislocation, which highlight the psychological landscape of the gay urban experience. Both 
Denby’s and O’Hara’s poetry evince the paradoxes of living in a city so lauded for its sexual 
progressiveness and its simultaneous policing of queer spaces and practices. Queer desires – 
both disappointingly frustrated and ecstatically fulfilled – within the labyrinth of the city are 
reflected in the poetry of both poets, which evoke the psychology of empty, barren places 
adumbrating the fertile sexual potential of New York. New York City Ballet’s founder and 
Denby’s good friend, Lincoln Kirstein, astutely points out in his essay, ‘On Edwin Denby’: 
‘There is a sense of place, of American loneliness similar to that in some of Edward Hopper’s 
paintings.’69 The argument that Denby’s sense of displacement presaged O’Hara’s might seem 
strained, for the melancholy and solitude of Hopper’s art speaks to an emotional desolation and 
pensiveness that seems hard to reconcile with the effervescence of O’Hara’s city poetry and his 
love for New York. Yet, in tracing O’Hara’s work back through Denby’s, we uncover both a 
sense of alienation as well as a trenchant socio-political critique that signals a critical dimension 
                                                     
68 Ron Padgett, Introduction to Edwin Denby, The Complete Poems (New York: Random House, 1986), 
xxiv. 
69 Lincoln Kirstein, ‘On Edwin Denby,’ in Denby, Complete Poems, 184. 
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to the older flâneur practices of observation and recording.70 O’Hara’s poetry thus plays with the 
awareness that he is at once complicit in writing his own myth, while imbricating it within a rich 
network of narratives. At this point, I want to turn to O’Hara’s poem ‘Commercial Variations,’ 
in order to elaborate further on his use of myth and the way in which he yokes it to the city of 
New York. 
 
3.4  ‘Commercial Variations’: Plaiting Together the Myth of the Self and the City 
 
In his 1952 poem ‘Commercial Variations,’ O’Hara apostrophizes New York, but builds 
the poem on a complex link between adolescent gay sex, New York’s accumulation of cultural 
capital and the queering of New York City itself, interpellated in the first stanza as ‘Sodom-on 
Hudson’ and in the last as the campy, excessive Belle of Old New York: 
 
     Belle of Old New York 
 your desperation will never open in La Forza del Destino 
                                                     
70 In this manner, both poets gesture to a lineage that can be extended even further back to another 
(queer) city writer, Baudelaire, whose poem ‘Le Cygne’ can be read as a precursor of O’Hara’s poetry 
dealing with the sense of dislocation and exile. Baudelaire introduces a critical aspect of flânerie to his 
poetry in ‘Le Cygne’ – he becomes a reader of the city by virtue of his position of exile from the 
dominant cultural sites. The flâneur figure of ‘Le Cygne’ allegorises himself through three primary 
characters, all of whom are displaced figures left on the sidelines of a hurtling historical narrative: 
Andromache, the exiled queen kidnapped from the razed and ravaged city of Troy; the swan, trapped in a 
dirty city gutter; and the native African woman yearning forlornly for her homeland. Pertinently, 
Baudelaire also dedicated the poem to Victor Hugo, who was living as a political exile on the island of 
Guernsey as a result of his opposition to Napolean III. The poem has as its theme and its addressee, 
therefore, exile and the memory of precursors. What is especially interesting about opening up the lines 
of dialogue to Baudelaire’s poem, however, is that ‘Le Cygne’ situates poetic memory (and indeed, poetic 
creation) within an almost mythical structure of other influences. The poem opens with a nod to Hugo 
and to Virgil, fragmenting the present moment with the recollection of a past – just as O’Hara’s 
seemingly offhand intertextual references do. The fall into history – in order to rewrite it – recognises that 
the city, history and memory is always an unfinished work waiting to be written by different voices. More 
importantly, however, it also implicates the poet deeply within the myth he is purporting to read; he 
becomes as much a part of the myth as he seeks to re-interpret it. As Baudelaire reads and uses the myth 
of Andromache as a trope for the poetic self, he makes an ancient mythological queen, a bedraggled 
swan, and a flâneur-poet all somehow part of each other’s present context. Charles Baudelaire, ‘The Swan,’ 
in The Flowers of Evil (1857), trans. James McGowan, with introduction by Jonathan Culler (1993; repr. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 173-6. 
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 which was my father’s favourite opera when he tried to jump 
 out a window on New Year’s Eve in 1940, thirty days  
before I ditched the stable boy who gave me the diamonds 
I’m turning in today for a little freedom to travel.71 
  
The autobiographical narrative of sex with a stable boy is threaded through many of O’Hara’s 
poems, an explicitly gay intertext which works in this poem, as Shaw argues, to collapse the scale 
of the city onto that of the poetic subject, queering both in one gesture. As Shaw also points out 
that:  
 
the narrative works in this context to appropriate the city’s significance at the 
level of the subject. As the city pines for an authentic, secure narrative of its 
formation, the subject takes this search up at its own scale by projecting a 
defining sexual moment that becomes a kind of mock-pastoral past.72 
 
Shaw’s analysis of ‘Commercial Variations’ imputes to O’Hara a kind of poetic disruption of 
hegemonic literary and social ideals, one that disdains the self-important seriousness that New 
Criticism valorised at the time, and instead uses eroticism at the level of the subject to tender a 
blueprint for a new model of poetry (and of desire).73 But O’Hara’s use of a continuous storyline, 
which features a one long enjambed sentence superimposing his personal mythology onto the 
mythology of the city, also indicates his sensitivity to the way in which his own myth is 
inextricable from the myth of New York City. This is significant for several reasons: first, it 
reinforces the notion that for O’Hara, walking or living in the city is never an uncritical act. 
Rather, he always occupies a split subject position within his city poems – he is at once reading 
the city, but is hyper-sensitive to the fact that he is also rewriting it; he is reading the city and, 
                                                     
71 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 86-7. 
72 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 132. 
73 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 136. Shaw writes: 
 
By 1952, New Criticism had produced an American mythology of ‘the difficult and important 
craft of poetry’ that was abhorrent to O’Hara and Ashbery. More important… in the America of 
1952, ‘foolish pandemonium’ and ‘sexual transport and swooning’ [terms derived from 
Mayakovsky’s scorn for eroticism in poetry] came to seem workable (or perhaps the only 
available) strategies of resistance. Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 136. 
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through the trope of cruising, is self-consciously being read as well. In reading O’Hara’s city 
poems, we also read the myth of O’Hara, imprinted upon the city and imbricated with the mythology 
of New York, itself almost a character (and indeed O’Hara makes it into a queeny, wanton figure 
in ‘Commercial Variations’). The second reason this interweaving of mythologies is significant is 
that it emphasises how selves become legible within social frameworks – and in O’Hara’s case, 
we see this as a process occurring within his poetry, as his poetic selves are (re)written and 
(re)constructed within the drama of the nation or the city.  
 
The allusions to the California Gold Rush and the commercial potential of the uncleared 
Massachusetts pine forests in ‘Commercial Variations’ evoke, as Shaw points out, ‘historical 
mythologies of American wealth – masculinised, produced through hard labour.’74 Against this, 
O’Hara writes a version of New York’s rise to global power through its accumulation of cultural 
capital. New York’s new art-world power, garnered through the growing global popularity of 
Abstract Expressionism, is figured as new money, a ‘silver mine’ which mints its own cultural 
currency.75 It is also a significantly gendered power, however. In O’Hara’s poem, juxtaposed 
against the narrative of masculine ‘gold’ wealth achieved by enduring America’s acrid West, 
effeminate New York becomes a decadent opera queen, ‘Belle of Old New York.’ It is this 
operatic figure and theatrical subjectivity that O’Hara clearly identifies with; he exclaims with 
campy, dramatic excess at the end of the first stanza, ‘It’s me, though, not the city – / oh my god 
don’t let them take me away! wire the Times.’76 The lines between city and poet are deliberately 
blurred again later in the second stanza, when he announces, ‘You can’t tell me the city’s wicked: 
I’m wicked.’77 Here the colon acts as a formal mechanism to resist closure, to allow the ‘wicked’ 
city to bleed into the ‘wicked’ self, and to bridge them together in a non-hierarchical fashion.  
                                                     
74 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 133. 
75 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 85. 
76 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 85. 
77 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 85. 
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In his book, The Queen’s Throat: Opera, Homosexuality and the Mystery of Desire, Wayne 
Koestenbaum draws the link between opera and homosexuality (specifically the gay man), a 
theory which adds another dimension to O’Hara’s liberal use of operatic terms throughout 
‘Commercial Variations.’ Koestenbaum argues that opera’s queer status comes from its marginal 
and therefore highly suspect position, stating that ‘opera was queer from the start.’78 Opera’s 
ancient link to homosexuality – given the historical prohibitions of women being on stage, and 
the presence of castratos taking female roles – has been well-established, but The Queen’s Throat 
focuses on the opera fan, whom Koestenbaum terms the opera queen. Pertinently, he 
historicizes the opera queen as a specifically 1950s species:  
 
We consider the opera queen to be a pre-Stonewall throwback because we 
homophobically devalue opera love as addictive behaviour and as displaced 
eroticism. The opera queen is a dated species: very 1950s… After sexual 
liberation, who needs opera?79  
 
Writing about the clandestine enthusiasm and suppressed flamboyance of the gay opera fan, he 
aligns this to the secret desires of gay men, which, in a pre-Stonewall era, cannot ‘cross the 
border’ into social acceptance:  
 
the discourse of homosexuality has defined gay desire as operatic or Orphean. 
We are supposedly possessed by the desire to cross the border and grasp lost 
creatures in the underworld, brides or grooms we will never find.80 
 
What is significant about Koestenbaum’s account of the gay affinity with opera is that, read in 
line with O’Hara’s poetry, it brings the sense of both the closeted nature of the opera queen 
during O’Hara’s time (where an admittance to loving opera is as good as a confession of 
                                                     
78 Wayne Koestenbaum, The Queen’s Throat: Opera, Homosexuality and the Mystery of Desire (New York: 
Poseidon Press, 1993), 180. 
79 Koestenbaum, The Queen’s Throat, 31. 
80 Koestenbaum, The Queen’s Throat, 179. 
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homosexuality), and the eroticism that suffuses the very act of opera appreciation. O’Hara 
poeticizes this link between opera and homosexuality in ‘Commercial Variations’: 
 
  Often I think of your voice against the needles of dawn 
  when the dampness was operatic in Ann Arbor lilacs 
  and the gold of my flesh had yet to be regimented in freckles. 
  Now I must face the glass of whatever sliver’s my smile, 
  each day more demanding me for what I have always tossed aside 
  like listening to Erwatung hanging by your thumbs; 
  I turn grey over night screaming feverishly scoreful, note 
  for note as I have always believed, for I know what I love 
  and know what must be trodden under foot to be vindicated 
  and glorified and praised81 
 
The poem is flamboyant and camp in its own half-coded way; O’Hara flaunts his intimate 
knowledge of the opera (‘the “Jewel Song”’s from Carmen’) and coyly plays with sexual code like 
‘sea-food,’ which as the historian George Chauncey points out, is sailor slang for sex objects.82 
Here, too, the erotic ‘dampness’ of the ‘Ann Arbor lilacs’ recalls the ‘purple vices artsy-crafty’ of 
the previous stanza and the ‘lavender weeping’ in the one prior to that – and O’Hara explicitly 
calls it ‘operatic.’ Similarly, Koestenbaum links the operatic voice with eroticism, with the 
penetration of another’s body:  
 
The singer, through osmosis, passes through the self’s porous membrane, and 
discredits the fiction that bodies are separate, boundaried packages. The singer 
destroys the division between her body and our own, for her sound enters our 
system. I am sitting in the Met at Leontyne Price’s recital in 1985 and Price’s 
vibrations are inside my body, dressing it up with the accoutrements of 
interiority. Am I listening to Leontyne Price or am I incorporating her, 
swallowing her, memorizing her?83 
 
Given that O’Hara’s poem dramatically apostrophises New York itself, it is New York’s ‘voice 
against the needles of dawn’ that he recalls, rendering this interpenetration of bodies doubly 
                                                     
81 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 86. 
82 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male (New York: 
Basic, 1994), 53. 
83 Koestenbaum, The Queen’s Throat, 43. 
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significant. It alludes to the way in which New York becomes implicated with O’Hara’s own 
body – both his literal body, and his body of myths. O’Hara weaves a narrative tapestry in this 
poem that makes the history of New York indiscernible from his own history: apart from the 
reference to adolescent sex, the poem also alludes to Ann Arbor, where O’Hara attended 
graduate school; and in the fourth stanza, his knowledge of sailor slang intimates his own 
enlistment with the navy between 1944 and 1946. 
 
 And yet, if ‘Commercial Variations’ campily employs the trope of the opera as a veiled 
reference to homosexuality within the city, the poem also uses it as a nexus of layered emotional 
and psychological meaning. Listening to the opera Erwatung is linked to a torture method, 
‘hanging by your thumbs,’ and O’Hara mourns that ‘I know what I love / and know what must 
be trodden underfoot to be vindicated / and glorified and praised.’ The sense of being 
persecuted for what one loves and the furtive pleasure of listening to an operatic voice are 
echoed in Koestenbaum’s account of the opera. He recalls the secret allure of listening to opera, 
how for many gay men ‘the world of opera and theatre is [an] entryway to a self we could call 
queer (or at least oblique to conventional masculinity)’ and he confesses:84 
 
Only in 1979, at the end of college, did I begin openly to listen to opera: that 
same year I went to the Napoleon Club in Boston’s Beacon Hill and stared, 
youthful and muddled behind my wire-rimmed glasses, at peacock men, gays I’d 
never seen in such number.85 
 
While Koestenbaum experiences the post-Stonewall sexual liberation of being openly gay and 
links this clearly to his now-open enthusiasm for opera, O’Hara’s poem, set in 1950s 
homophobic America, experiences no such liberation.  
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Indeed, honing in on the reference to Schoenberg’s 1909 monodrama raises the affective 
stakes of ‘Commercial Variations’ even higher.86 A half-hour libretto written for a female 
soprano and an orchestra, Erwatung is a harrowing musical representation of the psychological 
state of its sole character, simply called the Woman. Schoenberg’s own description of the opera 
was as follows: ‘In Erwatung the aim is to represent in slow motion everything that occurs during 
a single second of maximum spiritual excitement, stretching it out to half an hour.’87 The 
Woman wanders through a dark forest at night searching for her lover, fearful for his safety. 
Stumbling upon something, she thinks it is her lover’s body, but it turns out to be a tree trunk. 
As the tension and suspense escalates, the opera ends with her coming across a real dead body, 
which does indeed turn out to be her lover. Schoenberg does not offer any dramatic resolution, 
however – the Woman walks away into the night, horrified, and the musical score reflects this 
disturbing ending by refusing any tonal resolution. What Schoenberg famously calls ‘the 
emancipation of the dissonance,’ the greater autonomy of the dissonant chords achieved through 
the delay or complete omission of chordal resolution, played a significant part in ushering in a 
new era of music in which traditional harmonic structures were abandoned. In essence, 
Schoenberg was carving out a new musical language with his opera. This forging of new ground 
is echoed in the musical score, which does not repeat a single musical theme or refrain 
throughout its 426 measures.  
 
                                                     
86 O’Hara’s reference to Erwatung could very well be read as an instance of him incorporating his material 
surroundings into his poetry, as he is known for doing. Since the alternative title for this poem was 
‘Variations on a Radio Commercial,’ O’Hara might have been listening to a classical radio station, and 
integrating this element of his everyday life into his art in an ‘I do this, I do that’ manner. However, given 
that O’Hara had been serious student of classical music, it is arguable that he knew very well the historical 
implications of using Schoenberg’s opera in his poem. As has been argued before, O’Hara’s use of proper 
names in his poetry often signals ideas and themes he is engaging with. 
87 This particular aim of Schoenberg shares with both O’Hara’s and Denby’s poetics an obsession with 
the workings of time and consciousness, as I will argue later on in the chapter.  
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 Reading ‘Commercial Variations’ within this context therefore brings with it not only the 
loaded emotional tenor of Erwatung, but also the cultural implications of pushing new frontiers. 
As he moves towards what Shaw calls a ‘less restricted economy of desire,’ O’Hara nods towards 
the possibility of more homoerotic freedom and its bolder expression in poetry; however, this is 
coeval with the recognition that in his particular moment, it comes laden with emotional and 
psychological implications.88 The unresolved emotional tension of Erwatung gestures toward the 
underlying strain of being ‘half-closeted’; for, as Leo Bersani pointed out in Homos, ‘Once we 
agreed to being seen, we also agreed to being policed.’89 Yet, for O’Hara, visibility is very much a 
part of his process of self-mythologisation, and here ‘Commercial Variations’ gives an indication 
of this: the subtext of a homosexual awakening in a pastoral setting is evoked again at the end of 
the poem, but this time the poet eschews the secret dalliance with the stable boy for a more 
commercialised or commoditised form of gay visibility. ‘I ditched the stable boy who gave me 
the diamonds / I’m turning in today for a little freedom to travel,’ the poet writes.90 Where the 
poet was once closeted in covert desire – which he aligned with the familiar tradition of the 
erotic bucolic setting again earlier in the poem by terming it ‘bushing around the truth’ – he now 
enters into a new myth.91 It is not the erotic-idyllic myth of ‘an adolescence taken in hay, above 
horses’ as he alludes to in ‘For Bob Rauchenberg’; but a more coy, knowing embrace of visibility 
as a form of mythmaking within the urban setting.92 In the 1949 poem ‘Oranges: 12 Pastorals,’ 
O’Hara still suggests the shame and clandestineness of queer desire, retreating instead to an 
imaginary pastoral past: ‘When we meet in the streets how painfully we shall blush! – but in the 
fields we shall lie down together inside a bush and play secretly.’93 Here in ‘Commercial 
                                                     
88 Shaw, Poetics of Coterie, 131. 
89 Leo Bersani, ‘The Gay Presence,’ in Homos (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), 12. 
90 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 87. 
91 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 86. See also O’Hara’s other poem, ‘A Pastoral Dialogue,’ Collected Poems, 60, 
dated Ann Arbor, May 1951, in MS 193. First published in Frank O’Hara, A City Winter, and Other Poems, 
with two drawings by Larry Rivers (New York: Tibor de Nagy Editions, 1952). 
92 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 322. Dated 17 May 1959, in MS 572. 
93 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 6. Dated Grafton, MA, June-August 1949, in MS 296. 
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Variations,’ however, he uses advertorial language to signal the commercialisation of the self and 
its mythologisation alongside, and within, queer New York – the diamonds in the penultimate 
line point us back to the words from the radio commercial in the first two lines of the poem. By 
the end of the poem, O’Hara suggests that this politics of visibility affords him the ‘freedom’ and 
mobility that he desires, to trespass against the rigid demarcations of social space and dominant 
culture. This sensitivity to the processes and effects of mythologisation is expanded upon 
compellingly in O’Hara’s epic poem, ‘Second Avenue,’ which I want to turn to now. 
 
3.5  An Epic Walk Down ‘Second Avenue’  
 
 O’Hara once described his desire to create ‘works as big as cities,’ the drive behind which 
was partly to do with Cold War competitiveness, where American art needed to prove itself 
superior to Russian art. This is perhaps one reason why O’Hara dedicates his epic and ambitious 
‘Second Avenue’ to the Russian revolutionary poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, with whom he was 
obsessed. But the creation of ‘works as big as cities’ could very well be a description of O’Hara’s 
own poetic self-fashioning, which for O’Hara is also about the creation of a mythology of the self 
– a process in which the city, flowing in and out of the poet’s self, becomes a fundamental 
building block. Within this context, the dedication to Mayakovsky becomes much more than a 
combative challenge to Russian epic poetry. As in all of O’Hara’s poems, the employment of 
proper names is the signal or shorthand for ideas and themes that O’Hara is actively engaging 
with. Here, O’Hara channels Mayakovsky’s reputation as an urban writer, who uses his 
apostrophes to massive entities like the sun, or the Eiffel Tower, to theatricalise and campily 
articulate the self with all its attending complexities. O’Hara taps into this literary lineage, taking 
on, as one of his selves, the role of the modern anti-pastoral poet. The slippage between versions 
of the self, and between different stories and mythologies of the self, which O’Hara picks up 
from the Russian poet, becomes evident in ‘Second Avenue.’ In ‘A Cloud in Trousers,’ 
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Mayakovsky writes: ‘And I feel/ ‘I’ / is too small for me. / Some other body is bursting out.’94 
Mimicking this splitting of the poetic self, O’Hara writes in the first section of ‘Second Avenue’: 
‘just as the lances of an army advance above the heat of the soldiery,/ so does my I tremble 
before the getting-out-of-bedness.’95 The self splinters even before the poet encounters the city 
street, before he takes on different warrior-like roles and fights off the various aggressive ‘yous,’ 
which threaten to ‘penetrate my glacial immodesty.’96 In this poem, which references Homer’s 
Odyssey and more modern quests such as James Joyce’s Ulysses, merely waking up and getting out 
of bed becomes a properly combative experience, in which the ‘I’ is pitted against the ‘you,’ each 
perhaps representing contrary elements of the poet’s psyche.  
           
 ‘Second Avenue’ is endowed with its epic lilt from the start, where lines that read as 
hexameters or pentameters mark the poet’s entry into the street. These two meters traditionally 
signal the epic form in English verse, and with this nod to the literary past, O’Hara is already 
placing his poem cataloguing the present into a mode that anticipates its being read as literary 
history. Displaying an extraordinary sensitivity to the mythic possibilities in the everyday, 
‘Second Avenue,’ superimposes images of regular city dwelling with fantastic epic imagery. The 
poet’s task, which is to get out of bed and walk the length of Second Avenue, becomes a fraught 
experience, filled with ‘boa constrictors who entertain / your doubts with a scarf called “Bronx 
Tambourine”’; ‘Lesbian sandals with nails in the toes’; and even ‘a shaggy white figure’ who 
‘approaches and sinks its fangs / upon my brazen throat.’97 The figures and scenes morph and 
change kaleidoscopically, and there is no one allegory or metaphor to which the reader can 
attach a ‘method’ of reading the poem. As O’Hara himself writes in his ‘Notes on Second 
                                                     
94 Vladimir Mayakovsky, ‘A Cloud in Trousers’ (1914), trans. Bob Perelman and Kathy Lewis, in Russian 
Poetry: The Modern Period, ed. John Glad and Daniel Weissbort (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1978), 
13. 
95 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 140. Dated New York, March and April 1953, in MS x356. 
96 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 140. 
97 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 140. 
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Avenue’: ‘… the remarks are explanatory of what I now feel my attitude was toward the material, 
not explanatory of the meaning which I don’t think can be paraphrased (or at least I hope it 
can’t).’98 Defying rationality, the dream-like sequences and scene-dissolves generate a sense of epic 
Ovidian metamorphosis; in the midst of these are spliced various telling phrases which give us an 
indication that this first section overlays the mythical onto the process of the everyday morning 
routine: the poet wakes up and looks at himself in the mirror (‘To what leaf of fertility and 
double-facedness owe I / my persistent adoration of your islands, oh shadowed flesh / of my 
smiling? I scintillate like a glass of ice’); he cleans his teeth (‘Grappling with images of toothpaste 
falling on guitar strings’); he shaves (‘a necklace / of fur such as this,’ ‘a bearded man suspended 
by telephone wires from moons’ and finally, ‘the fur falls from me’). The morning toilette is thus 
laden with the immense weight of the epic, where even one’s daily habits are given the poetic 
texture of an odyssey. In this we see both O’Hara’s sense of premonition about being made into 
an icon and being ‘read’ and mythologised, as well as his somewhat snidely humorous gaze, 
turned self-deprecatingly upon himself.  
 
 ‘Second Avenue’ articulates the power of the poet’s imagination to transubstantiate the 
given world in a way that allows immense licence – both poetic and erotic. It is the poet’s own 
endowment of self-permission to view the world differently: an authorization to see the temporal 
and the geographic coordinates of his present as malleable raw material, a sanction to invest the 
mundane with fantasy, and to pursue (homoerotic) desire and flight. And indeed, the poem 
constantly returns to the image of flight as escape from the ‘wetness’ of the sea, which threatens 
to drag him down to its depths. In the anecdote about a pilot, the poet takes on a character that 
soars over the ocean: 
 
  ‘Arabella’ was the word he had muttered at that moment 
                                                     
98 O’Hara, ‘Notes on Second Avenue,’ in Standing Still and Walking in New York, 37. Written in 1953 or 
later, presumably to an editor of a literary magazine. 
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  when lightning had smelled sweet over the zoo of the waves 
  while he played on and on and the women grew hysterical. 
  … 
  The sea looked like so many amethyst prophets and I, 
  hadn’t the cannery sent forth perfumes? would never go back.99 
 
The pilot, who begins as a character in third person, slowly becomes entangled with the poet’s 
own self, as the ‘he’ morphs into an ‘I’ who recalls the amethyst colour of the seas as if they were 
his own memories. This image of flight above the ocean resonates with more intensity when read 
alongside O’Hara’s ‘Notes to Second Avenue,’ wherein O’Hara famously writes of his desire to 
‘keep the surface of the poem high and dry, not wet, reflective and self-conscious.’100 As Andrea 
Brady describes it, O’Hara’s compositional principle works to keep the poem so hard and dry 
that any attempt to get beneath its surface is thwarted: ‘The poem is dry, anti-absorptive: 
attention beads up and drips away from its lacquered surface.’101 In these flights of fancy which 
defy the ‘wetness’ of analysis, O’Hara emphasises that the poetic world he creates is seen from 
his perspective: ‘actually everything in it either happened to me or I felt happening (saw, 
imagined) on Second Avenue.’102 Paradoxically, while O’Hara’s poems deliberately survey the 
world from a distinct perspective (that of a gay poet of the 1950s), they liberate that perspective 
from the constraints of any concrete identity, and hence from any single point of view. In his 
poems, he is at once 
 
lean, achieved, ravished, acute, light, tan, 
  waving, stolen, lissom in whispering, salivary in intent,  
  similar to the sole support of a love affair, so artful, 
  and loyal only to faults.103    
 
                                                     
99 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 143. 
100 O’Hara, Standing Still and Walking in New York, 40. 
101 Andrea Brady, ‘Distraction and Absorption on Second Avenue,’ in Hampson and Montgomery, Frank 
O’Hara Now, 62. 
102 O’Hara, Standing Still and Walking in New York, 39-40.  
103 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 142. 
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He is simultaneously in Siam, Tierra del Fuego, Pasadena, China, Paris – and of course, in New 
York, walking down Second Avenue. O’Hara himself intimates that the poem is simultaneously 
about the city and not about the city; in his ‘Notes to Second Avenue’ he explains that he wanted to 
create poetic masterpieces ‘as big as cities where the life of the work is autonomous (not about 
actual city life) and yet similar.’104 But for O’Hara the creation of a fantastic space does not 
necessarily mean the abandonment or transcendence of material reality. Rather, his predilection 
for specificity and detail returns us insistently to the grittiness and tangibility of New York. Brady 
astutely points out that while New York provides the ‘experiential content’ for the poem, the 
poem can in fact be read primarily as ‘a portrait of subjectivity within the particular conditions of 
urban modernity.’105  
 
For O’Hara, this drive to limn the subjectivity of the poet within his particular moment 
in history necessarily implicates a specific myth of composition: that of the genius composing his 
poems extemporaneously, within the present moment. And indeed, therein lies the appeal of 
most of O’Hara’s ‘I do this, I do that’ city poetry. However, the poet often intimates that this 
too, is a poetic mirage, and he lets us catch a glimpse of the mechanics of this mythmaking. Clark 
Coolidge picks up on the ‘secret’ of this mythographical technique in his ‘F’OH Notes,’ 
compiled in Homage to Frank O’Hara: 
 
The secret is that flamboyance can be so exact. (discrete?) And the word 
‘discreet’ can be used for something more precise than prudence if you move one 
of those e’s to that end. The feeling that he must have ‘talked’ to himself (in 
mind) a lot, practising for those brightening placements on the perfectly flowing 
(swaying?) page. ‘you go on your nerve’ And he’s not afraid to include all-out 
rhapsody so that you titter but not out of embarrassment for his loss of 
possession.106 
 
                                                     
104 O’Hara, Standing Still and Walking in New York, 40. 
105 Brady, ‘Distraction and Absorption on Second Avenue,’ 61. 
106 Clark Coolidge, ‘F’OH Notes,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 183. 
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Interestingly, O’Hara himself remarks on this very method in Denby’s dance writing, insightfully 
pointing out that ‘one of the important secrets of its pleasures’ is the attention to detail that 
Denby insists upon. Quoting Denby, O’Hara recalls that for the older poet, Balanchine’s 
choreography suggested to him ‘the idea, too, of style as something a man, who has spent many 
years of his life working in an art, loves with attentive pertinacity.’107 O’Hara then relates this to 
Denby’s own work:  
   
This idea, I think, is the basis of Denby’s prose and poetry, a style which ‘… 
demands a constant attention to details which the public is not meant to notice, 
which only professionals spot, so unemphatic do they remain in performance.108 
 
Denby also underscored this aesthetic of the unostentatious in his essay on the dance 
photography of Alexy Brodovitch, in which he employs the exact term – ‘unemphatic’ – that 
O’Hara does: 
 
He took neither official portraits of the stars in their emphatic moment nor the 
designed effects of choreographic climaxes. What he took, what he watched for, 
it seems, were the unemphatic moments, the ones the audience does not applaud 
but which establish the spell of the evening.109 
 
In ‘Second Avenue,’ this art of the ‘unemphatic’ – what O’Hara called an ‘attentive 
pertinacity’ masked by effortlessness – is evinced by the fact that although O’Hara writes that he 
wants to prevent ‘Second Avenue’ from being mired in analysis, and although his lexical and 
syntactic choices strive to create the illusion of spontaneity, his supplementary ‘Notes to Second 
                                                     
107 O’Hara, Introduction to Denby, Dancers, Buildings and People in the Streets, 7.  
108 O’Hara, Introduction to Denby, Dancers, Buildings and People in the Streets, 7. Maxwell has also noted that  
 
though he wrote about every form of dance and all styles of choreography, Denby’s discussions 
of George Balanchine have a distinct quality of self-description: ‘He has shown our dancers how 
to be natural in classicism, and he has shown them how to become unaffectedly brilliant in their 
own natural terms. Mary Maxwell, ‘Edwin Denby’s New York School,’ 82. 
 
109 Alexy Brodovitch, Ballet (New York: Augustine, 1945), 11-12. 
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Avenue’ reveal that the choices in the poem are in fact ‘intended consciously.’110 Brady argues 
that it is precisely the contradictory impulses between reflective choice and spontaneity that give 
the poem its impetus toward acceleration and change: these oppositional forces ‘produce a 
tension in the poem between a deliberately fashioned structure and an associative drive which 
must work fast to avoid being set in the concrete of analysis.’ This tension, she writes, ‘forces 
“Second Avenue” into a dramatically perpetuated present tense.’111 In the eighth section, for 
example, O’Hara begins by attempting to keep up with the illusion of moving ‘candidly’ on a 
poetic whim. However, the poem strains at its seams, slipping back into the past before 
recomposing itself with an abrupt call back to attention: ‘Candidly. The past, the sensations of 
the past. Now!’112 The preoccupation with time is then reiterated in the last line of the section, in 
which the poet spits, ‘Zounds!! You want money? Take my watch which is always fast.’113 The 
line is punctuated at the start with an archaic oath from the sixteenth century, ‘zounds’; but this 
dip back into history is then followed by an anachronistic directive to take the speaker’s watch, 
which accelerates to the future because it is always ahead of its time. 
 
This metaphorised pull between the present and past is, I suggest, O’Hara’s way of 
working through the processes of myth-(and self-)making, and negotiating the historical 
inevitability of influence and tradition. The poet John Forbes, whose own work was profoundly 
influenced by O’Hara, describes the impulse behind O’Hara’s work as a deep interest in ‘the 
possibility of making our identifications… there can never be a clean break with the past, there is 
a tension between the possibilities of the imagination and the inertia moulding it.’114 O’Hara’s 
poetry reminds us of the way the logic of myth governs our everyday, and how even our 
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interpellation as subjects is dependent upon its symbolic economy. ‘I became aware of history as 
rods stippling the dip / of a fancied and intuitive scientific roadmap,’ O’Hara writes in ‘Second 
Avenue.’115 The exclamation, ‘The past! The sensations of the past!’ is, interestingly, almost an 
echo of Whitman’s ‘Passage to India,’ which contains the line, ‘The Past! The Past! The Past!’116 
Notably, in Whitman’s poem he invokes the past as a template for the future: 
 
 For what is the present after all but a growth out of the past? 
 (As a projectile form’d, impell’d, passing a certain line, still keeps on, 
 So the present, utterly form’d impelled by the past).117 
 
For Whitman it is mythical India, a place steeped in mystery and folklore for the poet, that 
becomes a reference point for the journey of the soul over vast oceans. He makes it explicitly 
clear that it is India’s ‘primitive fables’ that fuel the poetic imagination: 
 
  Passage O soul to India! 
  Eclairise the myths Asiatic, the primitive fables. 
 
  Not you alone proud truth of the world 
  Nor you alone ye facts of modern science, 
  But myths and fables of eld, Asia’s, Africa’s fables, 
  The far-darting beams of the spirit, the unloos’d dreams, 
  The deep diving bibles and legends,  
  The daring plots of the poets, the elder religions, 
  … 
  You too I welcome and fully same as the rest! 
  You too with joy I sing.118 
 
Like O’Hara’s ‘Second Avenue,’ Whitman’s ‘Passage to India’ leaps nimbly between the past and 
the present, and, with its welcoming of the ‘myths and fables of eld,’ seems to convey a sense of 
the present and the future as indebted to the past. However, if Whitman hearkens to the past 
and extols its virtues, the poem also contains (quite contrary to Whitman’s intentions) the 
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undercurrents of violent colonial conquest and Orientalism. India, with its ‘deep diving bibles 
and legends’ and ‘myths Asiatic,’ is bifurcated from the New World order with its ‘modern 
science’ and burgeoning technology, and it remains always lacking and ‘primitive.’ The 
unevenness of the transnational power dynamics is evident, and in evoking Whitman, O’Hara 
seems also to be gesturing to the complexities and non-neutrality of history and of myth. 
 
Again, this vision of the self as part of a literary tradition of queer New York City writers 
shares the same impulses as Denby’s perception of himself. Despite his diffidence and 
nonchalance about fulfilling any stock role of a ‘Poet,’ in the following unpublished prose piece, 
Denby makes it clear that he sees himself as part of a ‘print of voices’ that stretches back into 
history to Whitman, and forward to O’Hara: 
  
Moved by a three A.M. breeze, an empty paper bag scrapes on the floor at the 
back of the loft – a thief sound – a wind from building to building bayward 
where the tide flows – exposed alone to electric light I sit reading poems of 
Frank O’Hara’s – the print of voices dead Walt heard nervously in barroom and 
bedroom and I did and Frank does – the summer, the winter, a voice’s fleshly 
furtive circling pitch among voices closeby, echoing Manhattan Island closeby 
and far like Venice or Rotterdam or Leningrad or Foochow to be obliterated 
friends asleep on salt water sites or by electric light reading recent poems nearly 
single in the heat at night hearing the police or song behind a wall, a recent 
century of multiple acquainted voices closeby, far off, silly, unobliterated, mine 
too, yours too.119 
 
This image of reading O’Hara’s poems at 3am later finds poetic fruition in his sonnet, ‘New 
York Dark in August’: 
   
New York dark in August, seaward 
  Creeping breeze, building to building 
  Old poems by Frank O’Hara 
  At 3 a.m. I sit reading120 
 
 
                                                     
119 Denby, quoted by Ron Padgett in Introduction to Denby, The Complete Poems, xiv. 
120 Denby, The Complete Poems, 165. 
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Further on in the poem, Denby refers to New York as the ‘lunch hour city,’ explicitly referencing 
O’Hara’s famous Lunch Poems. Thus creating in his writing an intertextual lineage of queer city 
psalmists, Denby acknowledges an invisible community that is fundamental to his sense of self 
and his art: ‘the print of voices dead Walt heard nervously in barroom and I did and Frank does.’ 
But Denby’s historiography – much like O’Hara’s embrace of Russian revolutionary poets and 
French poets – also extends further to other ‘multiple acquainted voices closeby, echoing 
Manhattan Island closeby and far like Venice or Rotterdam or Leningrad or Foochow’; and it 
stretches both backward and forward in time to include ‘a recent century of multiple acquainted 
voices closeby, far off, silly unobliterated, mine too, yours too.’ The interpellation of the reader 
(‘yours too’) into a temporally rich heritage builds on Whitman’s sense of self as expansive and 
multiple, but it also employs the tone of intimate conversation that O’Hara’s own poetry is so 
proficient at. This conversational technique is repeated in ‘The Climate,’ the opening poem of 
Denby’s In Public, in Private, which presents the poet in medias res, another voice in an epic 
conversation. As Maxwell notes, the first line of the poem ‘claims a kinship reaching back to 
Crane (as well as Walt Whitman) … [and] also declares an affinity projecting forward to Denby’s 
even younger New York School compatriots’121: 
 
I myself like the climate of New York, 
I see it in the air up between the street 
You use a worn-down cafeteria fork 
But the climate you don’t use stays fresh and neat122 
 
The deceptively simple first line, like much of Denby’s poetry, holds a deeper meaning that is 
achieved by a simple linguistic turn. The insertion of the single, unexpected word ‘myself’ in the 
opening line suggests that Denby is continuing a rumination or conversation, rather than 
beginning a completely new line of thought. Padgett notes this very agility in Denby’s work, 
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commenting on the subtle linguistic moves that create an undercurrent of fluidity: ‘These nimble 
shifts – a form of wit characteristic of Edwin’s poetry – reinforce the theme of mutability: how 
we change and get used up, but the air changes and the climate (larger nature) stays the same.’123 
 
 The theme of fluidity enacted on both the syntactic and ideological plane is expressed in 
various other shifts and alterations in Denby’s In Public, in Private, and finds semblance in the way 
O’Hara deals with history and tradition. For example, the Shakespearean sonnet form that 
Denby was so fond of reveals the same deep reverence for tradition as Denby’s love and 
appreciation of classical ballet, yet displays a willingness to redefine its parameters.124 As Maxwell 
points out, the conversational ease of Denby’s poetry and its preoccupation with the unexpected 
rhythms of the street are ‘contained within a traditionally rigorous albeit idiosyncratic prosody’: 
‘Though Denby’s early poetry has some of O’Hara’s slangy insouciance… many of the book’s 
poems are sonnets finished off with a rhymed couplet that at first feels like a quip but upon 
analysis reveals itself as a deflationary gesture.’125 Denby’s poetics also change over the course of 
his artistic career: the poet’s earlier sonnets reflect a greater veneration of traditional form (their 
lines are usually end-stopped and are often meticulously punctuated), but his later sonnets 
contain increasing latitude with regards to grammatical integrity. There is a sharpening sense of 
innovation in Denby’s later sonnets, as Maxwell argues: 
 
At times there is no obvious syntactical relation between phrases; lines have the 
feel of a sentence without the actual grammatical constructs…. Increasingly 
‘difficult,’ less accessible in terms of logical comprehension, the later sonnets 
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record the fragmented nature of immediate perception, a perception that comes 
too fast for traditional syntax to accommodate.126 
 
This laxity with literary tradition is evinced not only on the level of syntax, but also in the 
content of the poems. For example, a half-insouciant, half-heartbreaking image of Whitman in 
his underwear is central to one of Denby’s Later Sonnets: 
 
  The grand republic’s poet is 
  Brooklyn Whitman, commuter Walt 
  Nobody else believes all of it 
  Not Harvard, that finds him at fault 
  I have, but first he broke my heart 
  He points to the moon and breaks it 
  I look for him. Twenty-first Street 
  Sleep against the push of a cat 
  Walking stumble to start coffee 
  At my back Walt in underwear 
  His head slants from unaltered day 
  Strokes my cat, the cheeks streaming tears 
  Sits on the bed, quietly cries 
  While I delay turning around, dies127 
 
The great American father of New York poetry has been stripped and pared down to his 
underclothes in this poem, depicting a somewhat tragi-comic scene. Yet, this image also suggests 
a certain impropriety in seeing the literary great in a vulnerable position, near-naked and crying 
on the bed, without his grandeur. While Denby searches for Whitman (‘I look for him’), he only 
ever encounters the older poet ‘at [his] back,’ never in front of him. And, despite the hint of 
intimacy in the scene, the poem also constructs a chasm between Denby and Whitman, the latter 
of whom dies ‘while I delay turning around.’ Thus, while Denby acknowledges a preoccupation 
with his forefather, his poetry simultaneously presses forward to a future without the 
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overbearing influence of tradition. And so he reads poetry by the younger O’Hara, writing of the 
pleasure it brings him: ‘at dawn smiling I turn out the light.’128 
 
If O’Hara, like Denby, remains sensitive to the engineering of mythopoeisis and the 
routes by which poems appeal to certain familiar structures of emotion, he too, actively courts 
innovation and the renunciation of any sort of stock image, thereby complicating the import of 
history on his own work. To return to the eighth section of ‘Second Avenue’: O’Hara presents a 
wildly diced, spliced and surrealistically distorted selection of scenes from New York’s Second 
Avenue, into which incursions of the literary past occur through the absurd allusions to Eliot’s 
‘The Waste Land’ in line 8. O’Hara writes: 
  
Candidly. The past, the sensations of the past. Now! 
 in cuneiform, of umbrella satrap square-carts with hotdogs 
 and onions of red syrup blended, of sand bejewelling the prepuce 
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Mr Denby’s sonnets are in the great tradition of the Romantics, and particularly Shelley. With 
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sympathetic grasp of meaning in what the vulgar see only as picturesque, the pervading 
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the Romantics… which has seldom been achieved by an American poet in specific relation to the 
European past and his own present. Frank O’Hara, ‘Rare Modern: Review of Mediterranean Cities,’ 
Poetry 89, no.5 (February 1957): 313-4. 
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 in tank suits, of majestic Camera Stores and Schuster’s,  
 of Kenneth in an abandoned storeway on Sunday cutting even more 
 insinuating lobotomies of a yet-to-be-more yielding world  
 of ears, of a soprano rallying at night in a cadenza, Bill, of 
 ‘Fornications, la! garumph! tereu! lala la! vertigo! Weevy! Hah!’, 
 of a limp hand larger than the knee which seems to say ‘Addio’ 
 and is capable of resigning from the disaster it summoned ashore. 
 Acres of glass don’t make the sign clearer of the landscape 
 less blue than prehistorically, yet less distant, eager, dead! 
and generations of thorns are reconstructed as a mammoth 
unstitched from the mighty thigh of the glacier, the Roaring Id.129 
 
The clarity of realistic images dissolves in and out of surreal impenetrability like ‘square-carts 
with hotdogs / and onions of red syrup blended’; and O’Hara deftly pays parodic homage to 
poetic history, while determinedly carving out his own history. A massive ‘mammoth’ 
reconstructed from ‘generations of thorns,’ is then ‘unstitched from the mighty thigh of the 
glacier, the Roaring Id.’130 The narrative of the mammoth emerging, roaring, from the prehistoric 
ice, is intertwined with the myth of the birth of Dionysius from the thigh of Zeus. However, 
here O’Hara deliberately reverses the myth: the poetic subjectivity – presumably the Dionysian 
character, who is the god of wine, freedom and hedonism, and is later known as the patron of 
the arts – is not stitched into the thigh of his father for protection. Rather, in a calculated 
manipulation of the ancient myth, he is deliberately unstitched and released from the body of his 
sire. Thus O’Hara throws off the mantle of his predecessors, both literary and natural. He mocks 
his father’s advice regarding his sexuality, which he quotes in the ninth section of the poem: 
 
 My father said, ‘Do what you want but don’t get hurt, 
 I’m warning you. Leave the men alone, they’ll only tease you. 
 When your aunt comes I want you to get down off that horse 
 And speak like a gentleman, or I’ll take it away from you.131 
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In defiance of the law of the father, throughout the poem, there are numerous blatant references 
to the anus as the locus of sexual delight and/or exploration:  
 
while dancing, someone,  
a rather piratish elderly girl, had stuck her fan up her ass 
and then become a Chinese legend before the bullrushes ope’d.132 
 
and, 
 
  yowee, it’s heaven in Heaven! With the leaves falling 
  like angels who’ve been discharged for sodomy133 
 
and, 
 
   Memories of home, which is an island, of course, 
  and historical, of course, and full of ass, of course.134 
 
Just as he rejects the patriarchal axioms of sanctioned sexuality, so too, does O’Hara 
seem to cast doubt on any sort of literary high fidelity. He exclaims campily, parodying 
Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, wherein Whitman has a poem which begins, ‘Oh me! Oh life!’: 
 
Oh Leaves of Grass! o Sylvette! oh Basket Weaver’s Conference! 
And thus make good our promise to destroy something but not us.135 
 
Yet, if O’Hara is always conscious of the weight of history pressing upon him, he does not seem 
to suffer from a Bloomian anxiety of influence; Leaves of Grass is not what the poet throws away 
here in his bid to destroy ‘something.’ In fact, throughout O’Hara’s poetry, he – like Denby 
before him – often acknowledges his literary debt to Whitman. In ‘Personism: A Manifesto,’ 
O’Hara writes that ‘after all, only Whitman, Crane and Williams, of the American poets, are 
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better than the movies.’136 In yet another poem, ‘Dolce Colloquio,’ he ponders the possibility of 
imitating Whitman: 
 
  Oh Sentiments sitting beside my bed 
  what are you thinking of? 
  of an ebony vase? 
  of a pail of garbage? 
  of memorising Whitman?137 
 
The ebony vase recalls Keats’ ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn,’ as well as Cleanth Brooks’ seminal New 
Critical text, The Well-Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry. 138 O’Hara’s poetics clearly 
rejects these influences – the ebony vase is immediately replaced by a ‘pail of garbage’ in the next 
line, indicative of O’Hara’s opinions about New Criticism – but when it comes to Whitman, the 
repudiation is not quite so forceful. Indeed, many of O’Hara’s poems seem to stem from 
‘memorising Whitman,’ and in ‘Bill’s Burnoose’ he asserts that even his feelings seem to echo his 
predecessor’s: ‘I feel just like Whitman said you should / and the train burrs and treadles on.’139 
The historical past is thus often constellated with the present, the former constantly invading the 
latter. And yet, O’Hara’s awareness of this enlivens, rather than debilitates, his poetics. As 
Breslin puts it, ‘This presentness of the past explains why… [for O’Hara] ongoing process 
coexists with self-reflexiveness; O’Hara both moves on and repeats.’140 
 
 Indeed, while O’Hara is keen to acknowledge his chosen predecessors, and even as he 
negotiates the weight of history, he does so only as a means of establishing the lyrical bearings of 
his poetic self; for he uses these poetic forebears as a springboard from which to modify his 
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conception of the self. Take for example, the opening section of ‘Second Avenue’: which, as 
Perloff points out, recalls Hart Crane in its ‘bardic intensity and aureate diction’:141 
 
  Quips and players, seeming to vend astringency off-hours, 
  celebrate diced excesses and sardonics, mixing pleasures, 
  as if proximity were staring at the margin of a plea…142 
 
But, Perloff argues, no sooner does O’Hara set the lyric template for his poem than he 
undermines it: ‘This thoroughness whose traditions have become so reflective, / Your 
distinction is merely a quill at the bottom of the sea.143 The lyric poet’s tool of trade becomes 
merely a useless ‘quill at the bottom of the sea,’ and O’Hara delves into a swift-changing, 
fantastic landscape – of his own making. He reaches back into history, in order to spring back 
from it and avoid being immobilised in mythology and tradition. As he puts it in ‘In Memory of 
My Feelings,’ behind his many lives lurks an ‘ardent lover of history’: 
   
Beneath these lives 
  the ardent lover of history hides, 
      tongue out 
  leaving a globe of spit on a taut spear of grass 
  and leaves off rattling his tail a moment 
  to admire the flag.144 
 
The serpent, which has been read by numerous critics as a metaphor for the poet’s self, is a lover 
of history, but it also leaves its own bodily fluid (‘a globe of spit’) on a ‘spear of grass,’ which, 
once again, recalls Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. Thus, the poet leaves his own imprint upon his 
predecessor’s most famous work as he works through his numerous lives. O’Hara, like the urban 
consumer walking the street window-shopping, cycles through different sets of myths-of-the-self 
available for the choosing, but he ultimately rejects these preconceived versions of the self, 
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instead opting to become, as Hose describes it, ‘a producer of the self through mutative 
syntactics: interrogating, customising and satirising figures of the self “on the move.”’145 In this 
manner, O’Hara lives under the banner of one of his most famous lines: ‘Grace / to be born and 
live as variously as possible.’  
 
3.6 The Look of Love: Visibility, Desire, Subjectivity and Walking in the City 
 
Having elaborated on O’Hara’s sensitivity to the impact of history and mythology on his 
own narrative, in the next two sections I want to focus on one of the most notable aspects of his 
fame – his flâneurism – in order to examine his methods of poetic mythography and how he uses 
these very methods to unbraid the strands of his own myth. For O’Hara, the gaze – being gazed 
upon, gazing upon others in desire – is often entangled with the gesture of the step. The step is 
not merely a physical one for O’Hara; it is also fundamental to the way in which his poems have 
been interpreted and read by critics, and as such, is an integral part of his mythologisation. 
O’Hara’s famous Lunch Poems, ostensibly composed on the fly while walking the streets of New 
York on his lunch break, have often been taken as a metonym for his entire oeuvre. I pause on the 
way O’Hara moves, because it is in these poems that, if we read carefully, we begin to discern 
O’Hara’s poetic sleight of hand, and the way in which he uses the gesture of the step to create a 
mythology of the self. With every step that he takes, he beguiles us into thinking that we are 
stepping along with him through the city as he spontaneously creates poetry; when in fact, he is 
carefully constructing a notion of self. In this manner, O’Hara’s writing actively courts an 
illusion. He insistently calls attention to the erotic details of his body in the present as he walks; 
yet, the poems are remembered journeys, not poems actually written while walking. In one of his 
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‘I do this, I do that’ poems, ‘F. (Missive & Walk) I. #53,’ O’Hara winks conspiratorially at the 
reader as he acknowledges this illusion: 
 
  I’m 
  Not going to the Colisseum I’m going to 
  the Russian Tea Room fooled you didn’t I146 
 
And in yet another poem, ‘The Lunch Hour FYI,’ he nudges the reader knowingly: 
   
  Just as aloha means goodbye in Swahili 
       So it is 9:05 
  And I must go to work147 
 
Just as ‘aloha’ does not mean goodbye in Swahili, so too does O’Hara hint that his poetic 
capturing of the moment is not quite what it seems. 
  
To reiterate, we often think about O’Hara in terms of the step – as he is pictured in Fred 
McDarrah’s famous photograph, midway through stepping out into the city – because it is clear, 
as David Herd suggests, that he also thinks of himself in this way.148 If the repetitive trace of the 
gesture is crucial to the ways in which an iconic image is condensed, then we see this mechanism 
at work again here. As Herd notes in his essay, ‘Stepping Out with Frank O’Hara’: 
 
The step, in O’Hara’s poetry, is integral to his thinking… in thinking he steps, in 
stepping he thinks… the term, in its recurrence in the poetry, works as metaphor, 
but also as the trace of the gesture.149 
 
It is in walking that O’Hara arrives at some of his most memorable city poems, such as ‘Second 
Avenue,’ ‘A Step Away From Them,’ and ‘Lana Turner Has Collapsed.’ The way O’Hara steps, 
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the way he carries himself within his environment is, interestingly, also the thing that many of his 
friends notice about him. In Homage to Frank O’Hara, many of the elegies recall O’Hara walking. 
James Schuyler, for example, writes that O’Hara ‘walked lightly on the balls of his feet, like a 
dancer or someone about to dive into waves.’150 Edmund Leites writes: ‘I liked the way he 
walked. Once I saw him going up Second Avenue. An angel with sneakers.’151 And in his 
memoirs, Joe Brainard could not refrain from reminiscing about O’Hara’s body on the move: 
 
I remember the first time I met Frank O’Hara. He was walking down Second 
Avenue. It was a cool early Spring evening but he was wearing only a white shirt 
with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. And the blue jeans. And moccasins. I 
remember that he seemed very sissy to me. Very theatrical. Decadent. I 
remember that I liked him instantly.152 
 
Interspersed between other memories most vivid in Brainard’s life, are the recollections of 
O’Hara’s body – unrelenting in their presence and constantly pushing towards supplementarity 
and excess (‘And the blue jeans… And moccasins’). Brainard then remembers something about 
O’Hara’s step, which I want to linger on. He writes: 
 
I remember Frank O’Hara’s walk. Light and sassy. With a beautiful bounce and 
slight twist. It was a beautiful walk. Confident. ‘I don’t care’ and sometimes ‘I 
know you are watching.’153 
 
Undoubtedly, the way O’Hara walked possessed a certain je ne sais quoi; it made people look 
twice. But it was clearly a thing he noticed about himself too. In his poetry we constantly see him 
watching himself as he walks, casting a sidelong glance that says, as Joe Brainard puts it, ‘I know 
you are watching.’  
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My argument, then, is that O’Hara uses the different tropes of the city as a meta-
structure for the myth of the self, an aesthetic programme in which the everyday – the lunch 
hour, the walk down the busy street – becomes an integral part of the myth. This method of 
mythopoiesis is deeply implicated in the politics of visibility, and depends on the poetic ‘I’ being 
conceived in visual terms. O’Hara composes himself through the lens of the city, always 
watching himself watch himself; and this perspective of the poet’s self multiplies as we too, 
observe him in this uncanny act of self-regard. Significantly, Derrida, in talking about self-
portraiture, writes that it always gravitates toward self-dissolution:  
 
as soon as the draftsman considers himself, fascinated, fixed on the image, yet 
disappearing before his own eyes into the abyss, the movement by which he tries 
desperately to recapture himself is already, in its very present, an act of 
memory.154 
 
In the same way, O’Hara portraying himself in the act of poeisis is always already a memory, a 
reconstructed image. In what Hose has described as an ‘aesthetic programme of calculated 
incalculability,’ O’Hara’s city poems play constantly with the gaps involved in writing the body 
into being: he is present, but always already deferred.155 The poet is always looking back at 
himself in memory, crafting his image, even as he convinces us that he is, as he puts it in 
‘Personism,’ just going on his nerve.156 
 
In this manner O’Hara engages routinely in what Brian Glavey has referred to as ‘self-
ekphrasis,’ in which a description of the poet’s own image – or an image standing in for that 
image – displaces the expression of consciousness or the articulation of the self as the dominant 
motivating occasion for self-representation. Glavey writes that O’Hara’s notion of selfhood 
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… is explicitly an aesthetic one. The poet presents himself as an elusive fictional 
construct, as the primary work of art in his poems. O’Hara’s ekphrastic lyrics 
tend to lack an object precisely because the poet takes its place, ekphrastic 
description giving way to ekphrastic identification.157 
 
Glavey’s point is an important one, for he links O’Hara’s self-identification with artwork as 
revealing of ‘a savvy understanding of the political and psychological power of visibility.’158 
Glavey argues that for many queer subjectivities, aesthetic form or the identification with an 
object is intimately tied up with their sense of self and with the construction of their identity – 
but it is necessarily also about the escape from those very identities: 
 
Aesthetic form… functions both as a means to shore up provisional identities 
and to help us escape from them entirely. Both are queer not only in the sense 
that their ways of binding and unbinding us to the world are analogous to the 
operations of sexuality itself but also because, for non-normative subjects whose 
attachments cannot be taken for granted, the projects of sustaining and 
suspending identity can become equally urgent.159 
 
 This sense of the complex dynamics of visibility can be extended to the practice of walking, 
which for O’Hara, is arguably as much about being seen in the city, as it is about seeing the city. 
Indeed, sometimes it is about being seen as an artwork or sculpture while walking through the city, 
as exemplified in his poem, ‘A Warm Day for December’: 
 
  and yet I toddle along 
  past the reverential windows of Tiffany 
  with its diamond clips on paper bags 
  street of dreams painterly 
  Sidney Janis and Betty Parsons 
  And Knoedler’s so Germanesquely full 
  you don’t notice me 
  except I am isolated by my new haircut 
  and look more Brancusi than usual160 
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O’Hara deliberately blurs the lines between art viewing and other visual experiences; as he 
glances at himself in the ‘reverential windows of Tiffany,’ he treats this view to be as sublime as 
beholding a sculpture by a one of the most influential modernist sculptors of the twentieth 
century. In so doing, he engages with a more flexible definition of both art and spectatorship. 
Here ekphrasis becomes a particularly useful mode of thinking about the ways in which O’Hara’s 
seeming audaciousness – for this was the man who once posed for a Larry Rivers portrait with 
nothing but army boots on – often hinges on a complex interface between openness and 
closure.161  
 
Figure 9. Larry Rivers, O’Hara Nude with Boots, 1954. 
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As Breslin notes, ‘The self in O’Hara’s poetry – honest and duplicitous, transparent and 
opaque – becomes a fictional construct… even though it is not easy to pin down exactly what has 
been constructed.’162 Visual presence is clearly a central tenet of O’Hara’s poetics, but what kind 
of presence he affirms is much less easy to determine. As O’Hara ‘toddle(s) along / past the 
reverential windows of Tiffany,’ he notes distinctly that ‘you don’t notice me,’ even though his 
new haircut seems to cast an isolated spotlight on him. In other words, there is a split between 
the Brancusi-like person walking the street and the poet himself, a kind of alienation that allows 
him to flirt with the semblance of visibility while negotiating the perils of self-disclosure within a 
hostile environment. Heather Love outlines this kind of translucency as a new model for the 
study of queer modernism: ‘Queer lives and queer feelings, scribbled over but just legible – you 
can half make them out in the dark.’163 It is my contention that for O’Hara, flâneurism is both a 
critical tool implicating all the complexities of this kind of translucent visibility, as well as one of 
the fundamental ways in which he creates a mythology of the poetic self.  
 
This hyper-awareness of his body on display is analysed in Glavey’s work in relation to 
O’Hara’s cognizance of his body as an objet d’art, but it also manifests itself in many of his 
peripatetic poems. In the poem ‘F. (Missive & Walk) I. #53,’ O’Hara describes the pleasures of 
stepping out, in a way that openly draws on an element of poetic exhibitionism: 
 
  I’m getting tired of not wearing underwear 
  and then again I like it 
     strolling along 
  feeling the wind blow softly on my genitals 
  though I also like them encased in something 
  firm, almost tight, like a projectile164 
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Here the act of walking is linked explicitly to eroticism: the motion of the breeze is campily 
likened to fellatio with the word ‘blow,’ and there is a saucy declaration of the poet’s partiality 
towards his genitals being ‘encased in something / Firm, almost tight, like a projectile.’ Both 
restraint and freedom are portrayed as being sexually stimulating, and O’Hara seems to take 
equal pleasure in both. Yet, the contrast between the two becomes especially pronounced when 
we recall that O’Hara is writing in 1950s America, a period which Katz writes was ‘arguably the 
single most actively homophobic decade in American history, and queers who hoped to survive 
it had to engage in a constant negotiation with the danger of self-disclosure.’165 In this climate of 
choking surveillance and suspicion, O’Hara’s descriptions of himself walking the city bring this 
tension to bear on the tradition of flâneurism, within which O’Hara’s pursuit of a distinct kind of 
visibility – a homoerotic presence – becomes a skilled dance between self-disclosure and coy 
dissimulation. O’Hara seems to take pleasure in the very challenge of carving out the sort of 
presence that Brainard describes as ‘very sissy… Theatrical. Decadent.’ As Glavey argues, 
O’Hara’s embrace (and indeed, insistence) on visibility is ‘an important revision of a normative 
notion of masculinity for which homoerotic representations of the male body are unthinkable.’166  
 
 The theme of visibility continues to be threaded through the rest of this seemingly casual 
poem, and it soon becomes apparent that walking, while opening O’Hara up to the pleasures of 
being gazed upon, also comes laden with the sense of vulnerability. He writes in the same poem: 
   
     When you 
  ride on a 5th Avenue bus you hide on a 5th 
  Avenue bus I mean compared to you walking 
  don’t hide  there you are trying 
  to hide behind a fire hydrant167 
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Walking is thus aligned with exposure, and it becomes a way for O’Hara to engage in the politics 
of visibility. The complexities of such politics are made evident in the way ‘ride’ finds its rhyming 
partner in ‘hide’ – visibility quickly becomes invisibility. ‘Hide’ then reverberates twice more 
(‘don’t hide’ and ‘there you are trying / to hide’) and finally comes to rest in the rhyming 
‘hydrant,’ which can be read as a phallic symbol. In the poem ‘Song,’ O’Hara begins, ‘Did you 
see me walking by the Buick Repairs? / I was thinking of you.’168 Visibility for O’Hara is 
intimately involved with desire, wherein the gaze places him both within the orbit of his lover’s 
attention, and within the city environment in which he is most comfortable. The desire to be 
seen, to be the object of desire, is necessarily also tied up with the poet’s own desire for the 
person he hopes has noticed him. The poem is addressed to a very specific ‘you,’ with the phrase 
‘I was thinking of you’ being repeated four times in the short poem, and the number of lines 
between each refrain being gradually reduced. The intensity of the poet’s desire thus increases 
with the progress of the poem; but this desire, we must recall, is necessarily a homosexual desire 
which nonchalantly dares to express itself within a virulently homophobic atmosphere.  
 
This homophobia permeated even the attitudes toward post-war art, making O’Hara’s 
particular pursuit of aesthetic visibility also a statement on the Cold War anxiety around 
masculinities. David Craven describes the heavy surveillance that oppressed the art world during 
the 1940s and 50s, remarking that  
 
one only need recall Robert Motherwell’s appearance before the draft board in 
the 1940s. The first question asked by the military officers was, ‘Are you a 
homosexual?’ When Motherwell said no, the members of the military board 
refused to believe him, since ‘anyone who lived in Greenwich Village and was an 
artist had to be a homosexual.’169 
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It was perhaps in this light of these rampant anxieties that the American Abstract Expressionists 
developed their style of cocky machismo. Michael Leja points out that the kind of heroic 
swagger and masculine spontaneity associated with action painters such as Jackson Pollock and 
William de Kooning was inextricable from the national narrative of power, serving as ‘a crucial 
component of Cold War national identity, differentiating the nation politically and culturally 
from a Europe portrayed as weak and effeminate.’170 These social technologies of gender, so 
heavily weighted with the political machinations of a deeply anxious United States, also 
depended in some way upon the avant-garde’s complicity in the production and propagation of a 
particular masculinity. In a 1947 article, the influential New York art critic Clement Greenberg 
positioned the work of Pollock and Parisian painter Jean DuBuffet on opposing ends of a 
spectrum calibrated on masculinity. Greenberg argues: 
 
Pollock… is able to work with riskier elements…Dubuffet’s sophistication 
enables him to ‘package’ his canvases more skilfully and pleasingly and achieve 
greater instantaneous unity, but Pollock, I feel has more to say in the end and is, 
fundamentally, and almost because he lacks equal charm, the more original…. 
[Pollock] is American and rougher and more brutal, but he is also completer. In 
any case he is certainly less conservative, less of an easel painter in the traditional 
sense than Dubuffet.171 
 
By aligning his sense of self to figurative paintings and sculptures instead of the virility 
and independence ostensibly embodied by abstract art, O’Hara deliberately forges his own brand 
of masculinity which refuses to identify (figurative) visibility as a return to a now-feminised 
European artistic heritage.172 Importantly, and even more subversively, he uses art to critique the 
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heterosexism inherent in the American national narrative and within avant-garde art itself. In this 
sense then, O’Hara’s self-identification with artworks and his intertwining of this with the 
gesture of the step, forges a conceptual link between the potentially disruptive power of the 
homosexual gaze and the transgression of boundaries which homoerotic flâneurism enacts. As 
Glavey puts it, ‘Ekphrasis and queer theory might appear to be unlikely bedfellows, but thinking 
and writing about sexuality has long been involved in thinking and writing about art.’173  
 
Significantly, this mode of critical self-ekphrasis finds resonances in Denby’s poetics, 
which often entails the poet referring to himself from the viewpoint of a third party watching. In 
his elegy, ‘Snoring in New York,’ for example, he presents himself thus: 
   
Summer in New York, friends tonight at cottages 
  I lie motionless, a single retired man 
  White-haired, ferrety, feminine, religious 
  I look like a priest, a detective, a con 
  Nervously I step among the city crowd 
  My private life of no interest and allowed 
 
  Brutality or invisibility 
  We have for one another and to ourselves 
  Gossamer-like lofts the transparent city 
  Its levitating and ephemeral shelves 
  So shining, so bridged, so demolished a woof 
  Towers and holes we sit in that gales put to proof174 
 
In a passage that is redolent of O’Hara’s well-known catalogue of multiple selves (beginning ‘I 
am a Hittite in love with a horse’), Denby lists his different identities: ‘White-haired, ferrety, 
feminine, religious / I look like a priest, a detective, a con.’ The slipperiness of simultaneously 
‘sustaining and suspending identity,’ as Glavey puts it, comes to the fore here. While Denby 
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displays a remarkable sense of awareness about his own body and the way in which he steps 
through the city, he also acknowledges that he is at the same time an invisible, marginalised 
figure: ‘My private life of no interest and allowed / Brutality or invisibility.’ The enforced privacy 
of a homosexual lifestyle was, during Denby’s time, afforded only ‘brutality or invisibility.’ The 
visibility projected through flâneurism is thus laden with a certain self-conscious detachment from 
the poet himself – Denby, like O’Hara, also watches himself walking the city, with both poets 
giving expression to the feeling of ‘invisibility’ that marks the emotional landscape of the 
homosexual flâneur.  
 
This self-ekphrasis is employed again in his 1948 flâneur’s poem, ‘Summer,’ where Denby 
describes himself walking along Madison Avenue: 
  
  I stroll on Madison in expensive clothes, sour. 
  Ostrich-legg’d or sweet-chested, the loping clerks 
  Slide me a glance nude as oh in a tiled shower 
  And lope on dead-pan, large male and female jerks.175 
 
However, where O’Hara develops an unrestrained poetic diction and form that reflect the 
increasing openness of sexuality in America, Denby’s more tightly-wound sonnet form expresses 
the interplay between freedom and repression that characterised the tensions of the era. As 
Schmidt argues, Denby’s use of the sonnet form (and its expanded version, the sonnet sequence) 
poignantly portrays the complexities of sexuality and its expression in post-war America:  
 
Through a neomodernist style that welded traditional rhyme schemes to modern 
diction – the voices of contemporary urban culture… Denby enacted the era’s 
tension between social restraint and affective release, between occlusion and 
confession. 
 
Insisting that emotional complexity required technical sophistication, Denby… 
grappled with the paradoxes of form and feeling, exploring how modern desires 
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could be contained within but also exceeded the bounded structures of the 
sonnet.176 
 
In ‘Summer,’ the ‘loping clerks / slide me a glance nude oh as in a tiled shower,’ mimicking the 
knowing, homoerotic glances of the shower or locker room. Denby repositions this erotic 
potential to the public space of the sidewalk, moving queer desire into a previously prohibited 
space. As he puts it in another poem from his ‘Dishonour’ sonnet sequence: ‘The street is where 
people meet according to law / Organise their natures to twenty-four hours.’177 Yet, despite the 
subtle erosion of the public/private boundary in ‘Summer,’ the sublimated desires and sexual 
innuendoes still only simmer beneath the surface of the poem, a testament to the affective 
landscape that remains largely invisible in the histories of queer men and women in post-war 
America. The more guarded poetic subjectivity that inhabits Denby’s poetry is far removed from 
the flamboyant cruising flâneur of O’Hara’s more sexually brazen poems; but reading O’Hara’s 
poetry back through the older poet’s work throws into sharper relief the latent feelings of 
dislocation and uncertainty that are often occluded in the myth of the promiscuous poet-about-
town.   
 
 Indeed, one of O’Hara’s most famously ‘out’ poems, ‘Homosexuality,’ marries the 
concepts of ekphrasis, cruising and the politics of visibility, in a manner that capitalises on the 
myth of the wanton Byronic poet, but in fact harbours the same profound doubts that are given 
expression in Denby’s poetry. ‘Homosexuality’ begins with the arch query: ‘So we are taking off 
our masks, are we, and keeping / our mouths shut? as if we’d been pierced by a glance!'178 The 
act of taking off one’s mask is typically perceived as a gesture of vulnerability and authenticity, 
akin to coming out of the closet. Combined with the fact that the poem concludes with a bold 
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assessment of the ‘merits of each / of the latrines’ on a sexual cruising circuit, the poem has 
often been taken to be a dauntless exhibition of the homosexual self. However, O’Hara 
immediately juxtaposes the opening phrase with the jarring contrast of the muteness enforced by 
‘keeping/ our mouths shut.’ This syntactic choice offers a hint that what is often read as 
disclosure of the self in O’Hara’s poetry is more often than not a poetic sleight of hand that 
conceals the self in the very same gesture. It could also be a hint that O’Hara’s most erotically 
flamboyant poems might not be as autobiographical as they seem – for perhaps one’s mouth 
remains shut to indicate that one does not fellate.  
 
 
Figure 10.  James Ensor, Self Portrait with Masks, 1899. 
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Even more tellingly, in the original manuscript of the poem, dated March 1954, O’Hara 
scribbled ‘Ensor Self-Portrait with Masks’ below the poem. The self-portrait to which O’Hara 
refers features the painter James Ensor’s face amidst a myriad of masks, complicating the typical 
binary opposition between self-revelation and self-masking.179 Is Ensor’s face yet another mask 
in a series of masks, or is it to be viewed as a contrast between authenticity and façade? O’Hara’s 
poem hinges on the ambiguity of this painting, but it is also contingent on the indeterminacy of 
its subject: is the poem an ekphrastic poem addressing itself to a work of art, or is it a (self-
)portrait of homosexuality? For a poet who constantly resists the zero-sum nature of binaries, it 
is perhaps both. Glavey posits that  
 
the strategic identification with works of art allows O’Hara to approach the love 
that dare not speak its name by striving toward the condition of the visual rather 
than the verbal, allow the poet, as Scott Herring explains, to become ‘visibly 
invisible,’ ‘showing all but disclosing nothing.’180 
 
O’Hara’s poetic identification with Ensor’s oil painting thus articulates a tension between the 
muteness associated with painting and with homosexuality during the 1950s, and between the 
ostensible ‘outness’ of the poem’s cruising narrative.  
 
 Even the most notoriously promiscuous portion of ‘Homosexuality’ demonstrates that 
despite this audacious flaunting of sexual identity, the poem contains within it a layer of mimesis. 
O’Hara writes: 
 
   It’s wonderful to admire oneself  
  with complete candour, tallying up the merits of each  
 
  of the latrines. 14th Street is drunken and credulous, 
  53rd tries to tremble but is too at rest. The good 
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  love a park and the inept a railway station, 
  and there are the divine ones who drag themselves up 
 
  up and down the lengthening shadow of an Abyssinian head 
  in the dust, trailing their long elegant heels of hot air181 
 
When O’Hara writes of the ‘merits of each latrine,’ he is arguably participating in a heritage of 
cruising narratives and in the historical construction of ‘the homosexual’ as a ‘type’ who inhabits 
the city’s willing accommodation of same-sex desire. As Gregory Woods notes in his essay ‘Gay 
and Lesbian Urbanity’: ‘Someone similar had been seen in the Whitmanian loafer and the 
Baudelairean flâneur, but the new type was largely based on subcultural behaviour observed in 
European cities of the fin de siècle.’182 The homosexual ‘type’ is one who relishes the erotic 
abundance of the city – so many men, so little time. Public places such as parks, lavatories, 
arcades and bathhouses occur time and again in gay fiction as sites of significance, where the 
cruising individual can often find refuge in the anonymity of a ‘quick and dirty’ sexual encounter. 
Indeed, in another of O’Hara’s poems about New York, ‘Song (Is It Dirty),’ he muddies the 
boundaries between possible moral compromise, physical dirt and erotic thrill. Drawing a parallel 
between their connection to the city and the naturalness of breathing, he writes: 
 
  Is it dirty 
  does it look dirty 
  that’s what you think of in the city 
 
  does it just seem dirty 
  that’s what you think of in the city 
  you don’t refuse to breathe do you 
 
  someone comes along with a very bad character 
  he seems attractive. is he really. yes. very 
  he’s attractive as his character is bad. is it. yes.183 
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Woods, too, notes the centrality of the city to the construction of the gay male identity: 
 
Of course, many novels about lesbian women are set in cities, too, and many 
about gay men are set in suburbs, small towns, villages, and the open countryside. 
But if we generalise about the male and female construction of homosexual/ gay 
identities that have come to prevail in western societies in the past century, and 
about the recognizable types and stereotypes that have most been used to 
represent them, we must acknowledge that gay male identity is more closely 
associated than its lesbian equivalent with cities and city life.184 
 
Woods substantiates his point with the example of García Lorca, who experiences a ‘distinctly 
erotic thrill’ when he visits Manhattan; Whitman, ‘for whom the city was a hive of promiscuous 
comradeship’; and Christopher Isherwood, whose 1939 novel Goodbye to Berlin was underpinned 
by the ethos of a single sentence (which he later revealed in his post-Stonewall memoir), ‘To 
Christopher, Berlin meant Boys.’185 In other novels written during O’Hara’s time, the public 
lavatory lends itself to being read as a chronotope, a locus within which the identity of the gay 
urban male unfolds, and in which the micronarratives of the men using this homosexual queer 
space rub up against the macronarratives of queer cities such as Berlin, New York and Paris. The 
public lavatory becomes a sordid, squalid space in which brief physical encounters are seized in 
clandestine moments; it is, in this sense, closer to a state of mind than merely a physical location. 
As Woods points out: 
 
Regard it as you will – temple of desire, cesspit of vice – the public lavatory 
became a key symbolic feature of urban infrastructure in gay male literature, the 
space in which the anonymity enforced by social disapproval proved most 
beneficial – in the pleasurable opportunities it afforded – even in morally 
compromising circumstances associated with squalor and filth.186 
 
Alfred Chester chooses the public lavatory as the focus of his 1964 short story, ‘In Praise of 
Vespasian,’ which is a rhapsodic, ornate treatment of the erotic delights of the Parisian pissoir. It 
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traces the journey of Joaquin’s search for love across different countries: pursuing an Algerian 
from pissoir to pissoir across Paris; passing notes between bathroom cubicles in England; and 
finally, while dying from bowel cancer, experiencing ecstasy and epiphany while at the foot of 
the massive labourer in yet another Parisian pissoir.187 Paris thus becomes a network of urinals 
that serve as the grounds of Joaquin’s sexual quest, and the degraded pissoir is transformed into 
the site of rebirth, as Joaquin fellates an unknown dark man and ‘opens his lips upon “Life 
Everlasting.”’188 
 
Given the complexities of O’Hara’s initial ekphrasis at the start of ‘Homosexuality,’ it 
remains ambiguous as to whether he is truly admiring himself ‘with complete candour,’ or simply 
using the layers of sedimented myth enfolded into the historiography of the gay bathroom 
encounter to further solidify his own mythology. For, as LeSueur has noted, ‘Homosexuality’ is 
not quite as autobiographical as its readers might assume. The poem never uses the intimate 
poetic ‘I,’ instead distancing the poet from his readers with the more aloof ‘we’ and ‘oneself.’ 
The cruising portion of the poem itself is, of course, predicated on anonymity and the thrill of 
sexual satisfaction. ‘And there are the divine ones who drag themselves up / and down the 
lengthening shadow of an Abyssinian head,’ O’Hara writes.189 Here the strategic enjambment 
deliberately entangles the concept of drag and carnivalesque masquerade with the eroticism of 
fellatio, fortifying the theme of concealment which already runs through the poem. For O’Hara, 
then, visibility and cruising the city with all its erotic offerings necessarily remains imbricated in 
disguise and opacity; but his rhetorical brio and cultivated poetic nonchalance propagate the 
myth of his exhibitionism and frank disclosure. 
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3.7 ‘Somehow, he gives an equation in which attention equals Life’: Loitering with 
Intent 
 
To this end, O’Hara’s program of calculated ambulatory casualness coincides with what 
Ross Chambers has termed ‘loiterature.’ In his book, Chambers describes a critical practice that 
deals in the currency of distraction, city life and flâneurism – all of which are themes that converge 
with O’Hara’s city poems. Chambers writes that the power of ‘loiterly literature’ is that 
 
… it has this characteristic of the trivial: It blurs categories, and in particular it 
blurs those of innocent pleasure taking and harmless relaxation and no-so-
innocent ‘intent’ – a certain recalcitrance to the laws that maintain ‘good order.’ 
In so doing it carries an implied social criticism. It casts serious doubt on the 
values good citizens hold dear – values like discipline, method, productivity, and, 
above all, work – but it does so in the guise of innocent, and more particularly, 
insignificant or frivolous entertainment…190 
 
This indulgence in the trivial, which masks a deeper agenda or politics, is evident in ‘F. (Missive 
and Walk) I. #53,’ to which I referred earlier. O’Hara’s seemingly innocent observations about 
walking, hiding, and enjoying time in the park arguably provide a social commentary about the 
homophobic atmosphere of the 1950s. O’Hara muses idly: 
 
     it is nicer in the Park 
  with the pond and all that   okay 
  lake   and bicyclists give you 
  a feeling of being at leisure in the open 
  air lazy and good-tempered which is  
  fairly unusual these days191 
 
And yet, while apparently insignificant, these prosaic reflections neatly return us to the theme of 
(sexual) freedom, which was introduced at the start of the poem by O’Hara’s brazen reflections 
on the abandon that comes with wearing no underwear. O’Hara’s incidental comment about 
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rarely feeling at ease, or hardly ‘being at leisure in the open,’ can in this sense also be read as a 
critical reflection on the feeling of oppression homosexuals were experiencing during this time.192 
This darker subtext, however, is montaged with mundane observations on a lamppost ‘bending 
over the traffic pensively like a / praying mantis, not lighting anything, just looking,’ as well as a 
diversion into a distracted thought: ‘who dropped that empty carton / of cracker jacks I 
wonder.’193 Pertinently, Chambers argues that loiterature does precisely that: it distracts attention 
from what may (or may not) be its true purpose. He notes: 
 
Critical as it may well be behind its entertaining façade, loiterly writing disarms 
criticism of itself by presenting a moving target, shifting as its own divided 
attention constantly shifts. Thus what looked for a moment like an acerbic 
observation or an implied objection may be instantly displaced by another 
thought, or a weak pun, or a curious anecdote…. To criticism, loiterature is 
inevitably a critical genre: it’s loitering with intent. But it may sometimes be just 
loitering.194  
 
For many critics reading O’Hara, his ostensibly distracted peregrinations seem, like his lamppost, 
to not be achieving much, ‘just looking.’ This was obvious in the early reviews of O’Hara’s work, 
which were somewhat cordially condescending, or downright disparaging. But even the more 
recent essays on O’Hara tend to be unsure of how to treat O’Hara’s love for the trivial. Dan 
Chiasson, writing in 2008 about the Selected Poems of O’Hara, states:195 
 
The good poems in any massive haul will be hard to find, but the job is even 
harder in the case of a poet who insisted on a casual artlessness that levelled the 
distinction between good and bad. And so poets like O’Hara come to be known 
for one or two anthology pieces, the depth and range of their gift apparent only 
to specialists.196 
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Chiasson’s lament about the ‘casual artlessness’ that O’Hara strives for is echoed in more caustic 
terms by William Logan, who also reviews the Selected Poems: 
 
The selection is not perfect; Ford has included a grindingly self-conscious play as 
well as two long poems almost unreadable now, full of campy nonsense like 
‘whops-musicale (sei tu m’ami) ahhahahhaha / loppy di looploop’ and ‘le 
batelaur! How wonderful / I’m so so so so so so so so so so happy,’ which 
sounds like Ezra Pound on happy pills. (The long poems are weakest not because 
the manner is difficult to sustain – O’Hara could have gone on forever – but 
because the manner became so irritating when sustained.)… There may be 
serious intentions lodged in trivial things, but the poems often remain blissfully 
trivial.197 
   
In focusing on the lack of deeper meaning in O’Hara’s inclusion of the trivial, these reviews 
perhaps miss what is precisely the point of such a poetics as O’Hara’s. Chambers encapsulates 
O’Hara’s methodology when he theorises the ‘subversive pleasure’ of a distracted literature, 
which insistently refuses to engage in deep psychological probing, or to laboriously create a self 
laden with the ontological sententiousness that poets like Lowell and Olson treasure. Chambers 
argues that the very power of a literature of divided attention, which traffics in triviality, lies in its 
ability to break down the rigid boundaries between various categories, and to remain 
unpredictable because of its nimble sidestepping of expectations: 
 
These texts, in other words, resist contextualisation – being penned into a single 
category as either this or that – because they are themselves all the time shifting 
context, now this, then that. They’re sites of endless intersection, and consequently 
their narrator’s attention is always willing to be distracted. But that’s how they 
give pleasure: they enact a relaxation of the constraints by which one’s attention 
is held and one’s nose kept to the grindstone or other; they figure the mobility 
and freedom of the libido, attacking all possible objects of attention, without 
attaching itself to any. And that’s why such pleasure is subversive: it incorporates 
and enacts – in a way that may be quite unintended – a criticism of the disciplined 
and the orderly, the hierarchical and the stable, the methodical and the 
systematic, showing them to be unpleasurable, that is, alienating.198 
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‘Loiterly’ texts like O’Hara’s depend for their subversive pleasure on the discursive tool of 
digression, which performs in rhetorical form the distraction that Benjamin discerns as a 
hallmark of modernity. Digression and dilatoriness, Chambers argues, are epistemological modes 
– ways of viewing and knowing the world – which remain ever aware of the presence of the 
other. He suggests that to be distracted ‘is to be conscious of the permeability of contexts,’ and 
cognizant of the fact that ‘the context which one happens to be working is not the only context; 
but another context is actually interfering with the first.’199  
 
This non-normative way of seeing art and life was modelled for O’Hara by Denby, 
whose flâneurism incorporated the subtle critiques and socio-cultural commentary that O’Hara 
developed in his own ekphrastic vision and city poetry. O’Hara reveals how attuned he is to 
Denby’s dialectics of seeing when he writes in the introduction to Denby’s 1965 volume of 
dance criticism, Dancers, Buildings and People in the Streets, ‘He sees and hears more clearly than 
anyone I have ever known.’200 O’Hara continues later in the essay,  
 
Denby is as attentive to people walking in the streets or leaning against a corner, 
in any country he happens to be in, as he is to the more formal and exacting 
occasions of art and the theatre…. Somehow, he gives an equation in which 
attention equals Life…’201  
 
O’Hara’s writing about Denby’s work is as revealing of his own aesthetics of the fragment and 
the particular, as it is an exposition on the older poet’s eye for detail and distraction. Both poets’ 
city poems hinge on the articulation of the spatial and the temporal – the particular place at a 
particular moment, and what it means to a particular man – in order to create a queer space, 
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wherein private desires can be mapped out onto public locations. In Denby’s ‘Lunchroom,’ for 
example, the poet gives attention to the homosocial space that he sees: 
 
  buoyed upbuoyed with pieces of familiar shoulders 
  fragments bear bear up fondly pillows warmly bear 
  and smoke and grey soft fleshly and carrying 
  and friendly muscles buoy near ignorantly 
  light breathing like bleeding feathers 
  in pores far at strange tables202 
 
The repetition of the word ‘buoyed’ employs an almost-pun which emphasises a queer vision 
that sees erotic potential in a casual lunchroom scene. The unexpected insertion of ‘fleshly’ and 
‘pores’ also serves to physicalise the setting, making it clear that this is not a poem about a New 
York lunchroom at all. Rather, as Schmidt puts it, ‘the poem captures the elastic mind of a diner 
distracted by the “friendly muscles” of the fellows around him.’203 New York, the ‘lunch hour 
city,’ as Denby calls it in another poem, is expanded on in O’Hara’s Lunch Poems, and the older 
poet’s mode of dilatory pleasure given fuller expression in O’Hara’s distracted lunch 
wanderings.204  
 
It is this creation of a queer space that functions first as critique of the inadequacies of 
the present moment, and second, as a reshaping of public space for private needs. Jean-Ulrick 
Désert points out the latent potentialities of queer space: 
 
Queer space crosses, engages, and transgresses social, spiritual and aesthetic 
locations, all of which is articulated in the realm of the public/private, the 
built/unbuilt environments… A queer space is an activated zone made 
proprietary by the occupant or flâneur, the wanderer. It is at once private and 
public… Our cities and landscapes double as queer spaces…. The squares, the 
streets, the civic centres, the malls, the highways are the places of fortuitous 
encounters and juxtapositions. It is the place where our sensibilities are tested, it 
is the place of the ‘show.’ The public space is the space of romance, seen as 
landscape, alleys, and cafés. The public space is the space of power in the form of 
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corporations or factories. It is the (blue, white, or pink) collar ghetto of the 
everyday. This fluid and wholly unstructured space allows, in its publicity, a 
variety of readings, re-readings, and misreadings, given the observer’s individual 
propensities toward power, mystery, and how these desires fold into the passive 
space of Eros…. a space where desire intertwines with visceral sensibility, in the 
space of the everyday.205 
 
By articulating such a ‘space where desire intertwines with visceral sensibility, in the space of the 
everyday,’ Denby’s work reimagines the borders of public and private spheres in a post-war 
environment that was itself fomenting new understandings of non-conformative desire; and he 
eloquently expresses the feelings of dislocation and alienation that accompany such a reworking 
of the socio-geographical map. ‘Can these wide spaces suit a particular man?’ ponders Denby, 
achingly poignant in ‘Summer.’206 In tracing the affective threads and poetic methodology of 
O’Hara’s city poetry back through Denby’s, we forge an understanding of the fraught 
relationship between the public and private spheres, and are reminded that queer desire and non-
conventional urban sexuality have often been treated as public matters to be scrutinised. 
O’Hara’s scathing disdain for Robert Lowell’s poem, ‘Skunk Hour,’ could well be applicable to 
his distaste for the policing of gay activity in America during this time: ‘I don’t think that anyone 
has to get themselves to go and watch lovers in a parking lot necking… and I don’t see why it’s 
admirable if they feel guilty about it. They should feel guilty. Why are they snooping? What’s so 
wonderful about being a Peeping Tom?’207 In defiance of this ‘snooping’ gaze of the ‘Peeping 
Tom,’ Denby’s ‘Summer’ refuses to constrain eroticism to the private domain and exemplifies 
the kind of fluid reappropriation of public space that O’Hara later extends in his own city poetry: 
   
  In the grass sleepers sprawl without attraction: 
  Some large men who turned sideways, old ones on papers, 
  A soldier, face handkerchiefed, an erection 
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  In his pants – only men, the women don’t nap there.208 
 
 
Here the private act of sleeping, of having an erection, becomes transposed onto the very public 
space of the park. The boundaries between the public and private, between the sexual and the 
social, thus become compromised as Denby’s gaze maps out not only the conventional scenes of 
a dandy’s stroll through the city, but also the homoerotic potential of urban space. As Schmidt 
notes, ‘As a cultural critic and poet, Denby reinvented social spaces – concert halls, late-night 
cafeterias, the subway – where an intellect and an aesthetic candidly marked by homosexual 
sensibilities, distinct from sexual practices, could flourish.’209 
 
3.8 Digression, Dirt and Desire 
 
Pertinently, digression also enacts a subtle criticism of the present, which is often 
disguised by its jouissance. Digression galavanises the dilatory as a mode of deferral, living the 
movement of time as an expansion sideways rather than in an unswerving manner; and thus it 
chooses to defer the inexorable, linear march toward a future that seems contingent on the 
current (dissatisfactory) present: 
 
… dawdling in the past functions as a judgement on the present and in the 
present as a judgement on the probable future. But either way, a sense of time as 
historical awareness of the permeability of diachronic contexts is asserted against 
the reification of the present, the correlative construction of history as a series of 
discrete moments (or periods, or eras), and the linear narrative presupposed by 
ideologies of both progress and decline.210 
 
O’Hara’s city poems, so intent on capturing the moment and dawdling in the present can, in this 
sense, be read as dexterous criticisms or commentaries on the present in which he was living. In 
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a cultural climate built on rigid social and sexual mores, O’Hara’s flânerie enacts fluidity within the 
city both literally and literarily – it crosses boundaries, transgresses the rules of the hegemonic 
classes, and exacts a fluidity of space. And indeed, ease of movement seems to characterise many 
aspects of O’Hara’s life: he worked at a mid-town art gallery, but found his niche in Downtown 
Manhattan among the bohemian artists and poets; he deliberately blurred the distinctions 
between the visual and literary arts; and he defied sexual demarcations, often taking delight in 
falling for straight men.  
 
In light of this, O’Hara’s love for the ‘dirty’ city, as encapsulated in his poem ‘Poem (Is It 
Dirty),’ becomes an anthem for the out-of-place, the perverse, and that which lies outside the 
normative code. The poet Anne Carson’s point about dirt is especially salient here: 
 
‘Dirt’ may be defined as ‘matter out of place.’ The poached egg on your plate at 
the breakfast table is not dirt; the poached egg on the floor of the Reading Room 
at the British Museum is. Dirt is matter that has crossed a boundary it ought not 
to have crossed. Dirt confounds categories and mixes up form.’211 
 
Carson’s definition of dirt can be traced back to the anthropologist Mary Douglas’ 1966 text 
Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, in which she writes, ‘If we can 
abstract pathogeneity and hygiene from our notion of dirt, we are left with the old definition of 
dirt as matter out of place.’212 In Douglas’ theory the concept of dirt is not simply the opposite of 
cleanliness or a name for matter that we are repulsed by; rather, it encapsulates social structures, 
as well as ways of being and thinking. As Ben Campkin suggests, for Douglas ‘dirt as matter and 
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index operates between the everyday and the ontological.’213 In an earlier essay in which she 
develops the arguments in Purity and Danger, Douglas writes:  
 
For us dirt is a kind of compendium category for all events which blur, smudge, 
contradict, or otherwise confuse accepted classifications. The underlying feeling 
is that a system of values which is habitually expressed in a given arrangement of 
things has been violated.’214  
 
This ‘underlying feeling’ of violation means that reflecting on dirt and filth entails, first, a 
challenge to binary systems of thinking and categorisation (‘accepted classifications’); and 
second, an understanding that there is no absolute dirt – because it is always a matter of 
perception and a ‘system of values.’ O’Hara’s poem itself marks the complexity of dirt – both 
symbolic and material – and makes us question ourselves and our classification of ‘dirt’ when it 
asks repeatedly: 
   
Is it dirty? 
  does it look dirty? 
  … 
  does it just seem dirty?215 
 
Mark Cousins’ extension of Douglas’ theory of dirt can be profitably read alongside 
O’Hara’s work and its context of mid-century New York, because it articulates a sense of 
dynamism between the categories of ‘clean’ and ‘dirty,’ and elucidates the fear of contamination. 
He writes: 
 
In so far as dirt is matter out of place it must have passed a boundary, limit or 
threshold into a space where it should not be. The dirt is an ugly deduction from 
‘good’ space, not simply by virtue of occupying the space, but by threatening to 
contaminate all the good space around it. In this light, ‘dirt,’ the ugly object, has a 
spatial power quite lacking in the beautiful object.216 
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Amidst the rampant mid-century fears of communism, it is notable that the sort of discourse 
used to justify the Cold War politics of containment relate to the creation of demarcations 
between the healthy and the diseased, between the clean and dirty. As David Campbell notes,  
 
identity in the realm of global politics can be understood as the outcome of 
exclusionary practices in which resistant elements to a secure identity on the 
inside are linked through a discourse of danger with threats identified and located 
on the outside.217  
 
 
He asserts that the concept of ontological differentiation is fundamental to the production of 
identities, on which US foreign policy was built: ‘Foreign policy is thus to be retheorised as a 
boundary-producing practice central to the production and reproduction of the identity in whose 
name it operates.’218 Importantly, the politics of containment created by State Department 
officials such as George Kennan during the late 1940s promulgated the view that military 
containment abroad was crucially linked to strict maintenance of domestic order at home. In 
Kennan’s famous 1946 ‘Long Telegram,’ he professes that ‘much depends on [the] health and 
vigour of our own society. World communism is like a malignant parasite which feeds only on 
diseased tissue. This is the point at which domestic and foreign policies meet.’219  
 
 Kennan’s lexical choice of medical terms delineating health and infection is significant, 
because it brings the question of the dirty or diseased domestic body to the fore. Furthermore, 
the idea of communism as a ‘creeping disease,’ as termed elsewhere in Kennan’s ‘Long 
Telegram,’ highlights American society’s fear of a dynamic, encroaching form of ‘dirt.’ In the 
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face of this, the family unit as the bulwark of American society, was vigorously defended. The 
homosexual, of course, fell outside these lines of what was demarcated as ‘healthy.’ In his book, 
The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the Federal Government, David 
Johnson argues that the anxiety over communism abroad (McCarty’s ‘Red Scare’) resulted in a 
parallel ‘Lavender Scare’ that permeated all levels of American society.220 If, then, O’Hara’s 
poetry seems to boldly flaunt its gayness, it simultaneously also bears the imprint of being 
cognizant that one is the feared Other. As Rudy Kikel puts it: 
 
Accepting one’s gayness in a homophobic society is often to entertain that 
society’s worst fears about itself for oneself, to invoke on oneself – if there is no 
Movement to ward off the oppressive stereotyping – the haunting projection of 
the ‘Other,’ in all its dreadful and exhilarating ramifications.221 
 
In his poem ‘Life on Earth,’ O’Hara’s usually carefree flâneurism takes on a note of disturbed 
rumination: 
   
I sense, O my friend, that in the distant air 
  A great height is descending to make war upon me 
  … 
  Vile, ghastly, ignorant, I wander through the barriers, 
  I suck upon rue for my distinguished heart. 
  I roam through the city in a shirt and get very high. 
  I will not go away. I will never take a wife.222  
 
Calling himself ‘vile’ and ‘ghastly,’ the poet sees himself as the enemy against whom war is being 
declared, an image that reiterates the official state policy which saw homosexuals as seditious 
enemies of the state.  
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The affective intensity of this poem gains greater plangency when we consider it 
alongside Denby’s ‘A Sonnet Sequence: Dishonour.’ O’Hara’s poem echoes the psychological 
and emotional textures of the sequence, wherein the poet uses the same terms of abjection to 
articulate the unresolved self. Despite the changing times, Denby still wrestles with the residual 
shame and suppression that his generation of homosexuals was often forced to live with. In the 
introductory sonnet, for example, he depicts himself as ‘The filthy double of me who attends / 
To secret matters I don’t care to treat.’223 The self, like it is in many of O’Hara’s poems, is a 
fractured subjectivity; but unlike the saucy, sexualised poet of O’Hara’s poetry, Denby’s 
suppressed alter ego finds expression in much darker ‘little dreams of hate.’224 In the sexually 
violent and explicit sonnets of this sequence, the struggle between the austere, refined ballet 
critic and his hidden self, rife with sexual secrets, spills over into compulsively physicalised 
language which melds the erotic and the perverse.225 The first sonnet of the sequence plunges 
immediately into highly tactile, shocking language which revels in the way ‘boiling dreams reduce 
the skin to pus’ and declares from the outset, ‘I hate you, I feel your flesh suckling flesh / Here 
between my fingers the flesh I wanted to eat.’226 With the insistent pushing of the word ‘flesh’ 
against the reader, one is left with no doubt that this poetry is about corporeal desire and, as 
Schmidt puts it, the ‘hungering id.’227 Within the expansive form of the sonnet sequence, Denby 
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takes on a persona which is at once ‘Death’s own bisexual self-polluting pimp’ and ‘his whore.’ 
The twelfth sonnet expresses the battle like so: 
 
  I had heard it’s a fight. At the first clammy touch 
  You yell, you wrestle with it, it kicks you 
  In the stomach, squeezes your eyes, in agony you clutch 
  At straw, you rattle, and that will fix you. 
 
  I don’t know. The afternoon it touched me 
  It sneaked up like it was a sweet thrill 
  Inside my arms and back so I let it come just a wee 
  Mite closer, though I knew what it was, hell.228 
 
And yet, despite the shame and despair of giving in to what he perceives as moral ‘hell,’ Denby’s 
poetry acknowledges the ‘sweet thrill’ of succumbing to forbidden desire (he exclaims again in 
the next stanza, ‘Was it sweet!’).229 However, the sequence ends with Denby returning to the 
decorum of the street, ‘where people meet according to law’ and suppress their private longings. 
On Denby’s New York streets, ‘a million people are a public secret’ who tear past each other and 
do not stop for love: ‘Running they see each other without looking, / Love has not stopped, has 
not started by fucking.’230 
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In contrast, in O’Hara’s poetry we see the development of a more unfettered embrace of 
his gay identity and its public expression. Acknowledging the metaphorical fluidity which his city 
wanderings afford him, he ‘wander[s] through the barriers,’ clearly enacting the kind of 
subversive power which Cousins argues that dirt possesses – a ‘spatial power quite lacking in the 
beautiful object.’ Despite his troubled self-loathing, O’Hara ultimately acknowledges the 
freedom that comes from being gay, and boldly asserts his presence: ‘I will not go away. I will 
never take a wife.’ The final affirmation of the self in these resolute terms is replicated in the 
poet’s syntactical choices, wherein ‘I’ is repeated five times in the last four quoted lines. As 
LeSueur recounts, the production of identity (the tenacious ‘I’) which came from being outside the 
state-sanctioned boundaries was often what O’Hara relished most:  
 
‘There are other reasons for being homosexual’– that was Frank’s way of 
expressing how relieved and content he was to be queer. What he meant was, 
going to bed with our own sex was just part of it, the great freedom we enjoyed 
assuming such importance that in his view it was more than sufficient 
compensation for being thought of as sexual pariahs and, in some quarters, as 
detested perverts.231 
 
To this end, the definition of dirt as ‘matter out of place’ also provides us an excellent 
inroad into the kind of pleasurable politics that O’Hara’s poetry engages in. It is a politics that 
thrives on indulging in the perverse and fixating on the trivial – that which you are not supposed to 
find pleasure or interest in. In many ways, the pleasures of O’Hara’s poetics exploit the eroticism 
that is inextricable from the pleasure of digression. As Chambers puts it,  
 
The pleasures of dilatoriness link with the insatiability of desire – with Diderot’s 
‘jeunes dissolus’ pursuing every prostitute at the price of becoming attached to none 
– but also with the philosopher on his bench, pursuing ideas like whores.’232  
 
                                                     
 To anyone I see 
 Because I only know 
 It’s true in me. 
231 LeSueur, Digressions on Some Poems by Frank O’Hara, 68-69. 
232 Chambers, Loiterature, 13. 
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The ease with which the genre of loiterature merges with its others (other genres, other contexts) 
is a hallmark of its pleasure-inducing mechanism, and it is also a remarkably distinctive trait of 
O’Hara’s work. Here I want to draw attention to the way the cruising narrative, or simply 
scanning the city streets in erotic appreciation of other men, is similarly predicated on the theme 
of ‘merging’ easily with others and remaining supremely open to otherness.  
 
O’Hara’s poem, ‘A Step Away From Them,’ underscores precisely this point. O’Hara 
gaze, as I noted earlier, is distracted by the labourers who ‘feed their dirty / glistening torsos 
sandwiches’; the ‘Negro,’ who ‘stands in a doorway with a / toothpick, languorously agitating’; 
and ‘several Puerto / Ricans on the avenue.’233 The well-dressed homosexual thus steps out from 
his classy workplace, and encounters what Woods aptly calls the ‘physical heft of proletarian 
masculinity.’234 The erotic attractiveness of the working class man (who becomes for O’Hara a 
glistening torso sandwich) and the otherness of the black man embody precisely the attributes of 
men that O’Hara notices on his walk through town, and they are also men that he generally finds 
attractive. This persistent ‘interest in the familiarity of the other,’ Chambers argues, has its direct 
corollary in ‘a critical awareness of the im-pertinent.’235 For O’Hara, a love of the im-pertinent 
also permeates his poem: he looks at ‘bargains in wristwatches’ and notices a ‘lady in foxes’ 
putting her poodle in a cab.236 This openness to experience and encounter – the characteristic of 
the both the sexual cruiser and the flâneur – allows O’Hara to remain on the cusp of different 
contexts and at the margins of dominant social normativity. And this, I argue, is precisely what 
enables him to use the pleasures of dilatory seductions to simultaneously create a myth of the 
self and to comment on history and society, as I will now elaborate. 
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 In this lyric, what is ostensibly a poetic description of O’Hara’s lunch hour on 16 August 
1956, is revealed to be an elegy – for his dead friends, and for the inevitable lapse of time. 
O’Hara’s flashback to Edwin Denby, constellated with his own observations, is significant 
because it arguably builds upon an intertextual contagion between Denby’s own flâneur’s elegy, 
‘Elegy – The Streets,’ which O’Hara read and praised as a ‘remarkable city-poem.’237 Denby’s 
‘foolish taxis’ and ‘close-stepping girls’ become O’Hara’s more casual ‘hum-coloured cabs’ and 
‘blonde chorus girl.’238 But it is not simply the material tableaux attracting O’Hara’s attention that 
shares affinities with Denby’s poem. O’Hara also deepens the affective thrust of his lyric by 
referring to Denby; for the older poet, too, acknowledges that he ‘walks the streets’ to soothe his 
emotional turmoil: 
 
  Then, as dead poets did to ease their pain, 
  The pang of conscious love that gripes the chest, 
  As those men wandered to a wood less depressed –  
  Who long are dead and their woods too are dead –  
  Like them I walk, but now walk streets instead. 
 
Denby, who transposes the traditional pastoral setting to the modern urban pastoral, self-
consciously builds upon a literary tradition of peripatetic poetic contemplation – and O’Hara 
mimics this.239 O’Hara, inconsolable about the deaths of his close friends, wonders at how the 
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busy New York lunch crowds continue to ebb and flow without being affected, and the avenue 
continues to be ‘beautiful and warm.’240 The Manhattan Storage Warehouse, which O’Hara 
observes will soon be torn down, becomes a fitting symbol for the city’s nonchalant 
expungement of its own history. It expresses the ease with which the dead and the past are 
forgotten; but the modernisation of the cityscape also reflects the passing of time which, while 
unconscious, nevertheless affects everyone profoundly. The ontological register of this theme 
finds fuller expression in Denby’s ‘Elegy,’ which is also built upon the temporal unit of the lunch 
hour: 
  
  The lunch-hour crowd between glittering glass and signs 
  Calmly displays the fact of passing time: 
  How the weight changes, now swells now declines, 
  Carried about for years beyond our prime. 
  My eyes – like a blind man’s hand by pressure – learn 
  The push of age in the crowd’s unconcern.241 
 
 
O’Hara’s referral to Denby’s remark that ‘neon in daylight is a /great pleasure’ alludes to the 
city’s abstraction from the interminable, natural temporal cycle of sunrise and sunset; the 
artificial excess of neon and lightbulbs in broad daylight is sustained by the mythical city that 
never sleeps. In such manner, the ‘fact of passing time’ and the ‘push of age’ are masked by 
perpetual hustle and bustle, in the same way that the elegiac strains of O’Hara’s lyric are 
disguised by a gaze that wanders distractedly to the corporeal and material. O’Hara’s seemingly 
continuous self-chatter – an overdetermined commitment to the present that undoubtedly builds 
up his mythology – also obscures the telling silences and temporal lapses that become evident 
only upon closer inspection. In ‘A Step Away From Them,’ his preoccupation with mortality 
reveals itself after the first transition from present observation to memory – which occurs 
immediately after the chorus of simultaneity that presses the reality of time upon O’Hara: 
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‘Everything / suddenly honks: it is 12:40 of / a Thursday.’242 The second abstraction from 
immediate circumstance occurs with the temporal leap forward in ‘And one has eaten and one 
walks,’ wherein the poet also replaces the personal ‘I’ with an impersonal, generalised ‘one.’243 
Thus, in taking a step away from his own autobiographical stance, O’Hara’s lyric momentarily 
performs the destruction of the self which occurs with the passing of time.  
 
 If loiterly texts traffic in the kind of digression that depends on stepping away from the 
mainstream, or stepping out of line (or, in O’Hara’s case, taking A Step Away From Them), then 
digression can be considered an epistemological mode. The larger historical narrative becomes 
subsumed and rewritten by what Chambers calls the ‘pleasurable relaxation of narrative and 
argumentative single-mindedness.’244 In O’Hara’s case, ‘A Step Away From Them’ functions not 
only as an instrument of critique and resistance by transubstantiating the public street into a 
queer space; but it also subverts the authority of History through the assertion of personal 
history and memory, for O’Hara misremembers the location of the Armory Show, the grand 
event that brought the European avant-garde to New York (‘I / used to think they had the 
Armory / Show there.’245 O’Hara’s reference to the deaths of avant-garde artists such as Bunny 
Lang, John Latouche and Jackson Pollock – all figures whose glamourised personal mythologies 
were often inextricable from their art – in this poem is interesting, for not only does it speak to 
the inescapable imprint of mortality, but it also makes a statement on how art can structure our 
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interpretation of the present. Here O’Hara’s analysis of Pollock’s work speaks cogently to his 
own poetics, as John Lowney has argued: ‘Pollock’s painting thus responds to the inescapable 
demands of the historical moment with a heightened sensitivity to the passing of time.’246 In 
O’Hara’s own words, which could be used as a blurb for his own treatment of history, the avant-
garde tradition and temporality, he writes: 
 
It is not surprising that faced with universal destruction, as we are told, our art 
should at last speak with unimpeded force and unveiled honesty to a future 
which well may be non-existent, in a last effort of recognition which is the 
justification of being. 
 
Pollock’s works of this nature… are painfully beautiful celebrations of what will 
disappear, or has disappeared already, from this world, of what may be destroyed 
at any moment.247 
 
Laced with the urgency of these intertextual references, ‘A Step Away From Them,’ as 
representative of O’Hara’s most famous ‘I do this, I do that’ city lyrics, therefore presents itself 
as a calculated feint that disarms the reader with its apparent lack of depth, while critiquing the 
present moment and subverting his own mythology – albeit very seductively. 
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 Chapter Four: Death and `Disaster in New York City 
 
4.1  The Many Deaths of Frank O’Hara 
 
When Frank O’Hara died suddenly at the age of forty in a collision with a beach buggy, it 
was not quite the glamorous automobile death that had almost become seen, in William Watkin’s 
words, as ‘the fashionable way to die significantly.’ As Watkin notes: 
 
The automobile accident was also at this time becoming reified as an appropriate 
end for radical cultural icons both in the visual arts with the deaths of Pollock 
and David Smith – nine years apart but surprisingly similar in detail – and also 
with James Dean and Jayne Mansfield’s famous crashes.1 
 
The car crash was laden with cultural currency in mid-century America, becoming the theme or 
trope of numerous literary or artistic creations. One of Robert Creeley’s most famous poems, ‘I 
Know a Man,’ written in 1954, captures succinctly the intersection between the speaker’s 
existential crisis and the American fascination with big, fast cars: 
 
As I sd to my  
friend, because I am 
always talking, - John, I  
 
sd, which was not his 
name, the darkness sur- 
rounds us, what 
 
can we do against 
it, or else, shall we & 
why not, buy a goddamn big car, 
 
drive, he sd, for 
christ’s sake, look 
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out where yr going.2 
 
The preoccupation with a ‘goddamn big car’ was fuelled in part by the burgeoning advertising 
industry and the boom in American automobile manufacturing, and the symbolism behind 
driving a fast car was imbricated into the American imagination. In a four-page Chevrolet 
advertisement in the 28 September 1962 issue of Life magazine, the Chevy sedan is extolled for 
its ‘sparkling performance.’3 An image of the Chevy is seen racing over the ground, barely 
touching it; ‘It’s exciting!’ exclaims the caption. This alignment of the speedy automobile with 
thrill and adventure was carried over into the possibility it offered for a dramatic, Romantically-
tragic ending; but this death was arguably tinged with macabre consumerism. Andy Warhol’s 
famous Death and Disaster series, part of which is constituted by silkscreened images depicting 
fatal car crashes, speaks eloquently to this dynamic.4 Silver Car Crash (Double Disaster), for 
example, portrays a dead body, twisted and mangled in the remains of a wrecked silver car.5 
Sotheby’s website recognises this art piece as the most ‘profound evocation of the series’ grave 
human theme,’ stating that ‘Warhol’s use of reflective silver paint as background colour charges 
the painting with a shimmering, cinematic quality.’6 In this interpretation, the ‘cinematic quality’ 
Warhol endows upon the grisly scene of death evinces the way in which death becomes a 
profitable spectacle to be consumed; but it also positions the motor accident as the locus of the 
encounter between American glamour, the commodity fetishism of modern captialism, and an 
‘artistic’ death. O’Hara himself refers to the cultural significance of the car crash in his essay on 
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David Smith, where he points out that ‘his death in 1965 in an automobile accident, as had 
Jackson Pollock’s earlier, assumed for many a symbolic as well as tragic significance.’7 But unlike 
Smith and Dean, whose deaths had themselves deeply affected O’Hara, O’Hara was killed in a 
somewhat ludicrous version of the automobile accident: he had been hit by a beach buggy at 
night while holidaying on Fire Island.  
 
For a poet whose life was, by all accounts, a flurry of speed and activity, O’Hara’s actual 
death seemed to be the cruel parody of an artistically satisfying or romantic death. He did not die 
instantly in a high-speed crash; instead, he had been waiting on the side of the beach with his 
friends, temporarily stranded by a broken-down taxi, when he was hit by an oncoming jeep. As 
Larry Rivers insisted on recounting in detail in his eulogy at O’Hara’s funeral, the poet’s body 
shut down slowly and gruesomely over two days, mangled by a ridiculous collision of 
unfortunate circumstances: 
 
This extraordinary man lay without a pillow in a bed that looked like a large 
crib… He was purple wherever his skin showed through the white hospital 
gown. He was a quarter larger than usual. Every few inches there was some 
sewing composed of dark blue thread. Some stitching was straight and three or 
four inches long, others were longer and semicircular. The lids of both eyes were 
bluish black. It was hard to see his beautiful blue eyes which receded a little into 
his head. He breathed with quick gasps. His whole body quivered. There was a 
tube in one of his nostrils down to his stomach. On paper, he was improving. In 
the crib he looked like a shaped wound, an innocent victim of someone else’s 
war. His leg bone was broken and splintered and pierced his skin. Every rib was 
cracked. A third of his liver was wiped out by the impact.8 
 
In his unrelentingly physical description of O’Hara’s body before his death, Rivers performs the 
death scene again, hauling O’Hara back to life and rehearsing his death once more. Henry 
Geldzahler, then a young curator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, comments, ‘Larry’s eulogy 
                                                     
7 Frank O’Hara, David Smith: 1906-1965 (London: The Arts Council, 1966), 5. 
8 Larry Rivers, ‘Speech Read at Frank O’Hara’s Funeral: Springs, Long Island, July 27, 1966,’ in Berkson 
and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 138. 
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was searing, cauterising. He took us out of our bodies, threw us first into the grave and then into 
the sky.’9  Tellingly, this representation of O’Hara’s final hours is also reiterated in both J. J. 
Mitchell and Peter Schjedahl’s memoirs in Homage to Frank O’Hara, the repetition of this graphic 
trace crystallising the sense of tragedy surrounding O’Hara’s death.10 
 
 
Figure 11. Camille McGrath, photograph of Larry Rivers speaking at Frank 
O’Hara’s funeral, Springs Cemetery, Long Island, New York, 27 July 1966. 
 
Thus the obsession with O’Hara’s living body is translated into a fascination with his 
dying body, manifesting a compulsion to resuscitate him and repeat the scene of his death over 
and over again. The moment of the poet’s death is replayed, re-narrativised and repositioned 
within his mythology, functioning as a playback loop that always underpins any performance of 
remembering O’Hara. With their insistently detailed physicality, these elegiac texts articulate the 
longing both for the recovery of presence and for the return to a point in history when O’Hara 
was still alive. Elisabeth Bronfen writes about funerals as ‘supported by consolatory literature, 
                                                     
9 Gooch, City Poet, 9. 
10 J. J. Mitchell, ‘The Death of Frank O’Hara,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 144-146; 
Peter Schjedahl, ‘Frank O’Hara: “He made things and people sacred,”’ in Berkson and LeSueur, Homage to 
Frank O’Hara, 139. 
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grave inscriptions and monuments and keeping of mementoes of the dead,’ so that ‘finality could 
be denied because continuity was excessively staged.’11 The act of remembering absence and 
staging continuity, however, also enacts a paradox because it relies on the irreducible materiality 
of the dead body present. The dead body is at once the problematic site of absence and of 
presence, of materiality and of non-materiality. The crisis of representation that the corpse 
presents can also be read as the tension between materiality and discursivity – the sense of in-
betweenness – that plagues the construction of the literary icon. There has always been a 
tendency to collapse the boundaries between authorial biography and textual corpus, between 
the poet and his work, and between the physical body and the body-as-text; but this is especially 
so in the wake of death.  
 
This chapter begins with the recognition that O’Hara’s death brings about a translation 
of the material into the representational, which manifests the same impulses that Warhol’s Death 
and Disaster series performs. The real bodily experience of death is transformed into visual and 
literary representations, which are then eagerly consumed by readers and viewers. As Bronfen 
comments, the word translation itself elucidates the conjunction between corpse and textuality, 
for one meaning of translation involves the notion of conveying to heaven or an eternal, non-
temporal condition beyond physical death.12 The numerous textual repetitions of O’Hara’s 
deathbed scene and Alfred Leslie’s visual narrativising of this in his series of paintings, The Killing 
Cycle, permit a rupture with the material referent of the signifier, and in the gap that is opened, ‘a 
plurality of meaning and reference’ proliferates.13 Bronfen flags the questions that come to the 
foreground through the intersections between death, representation and aestheticisation, arguing 
                                                     
11 Elisabeth Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body: Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1992), 87. 
12 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 7. 
13 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 46. 
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that the narrative impulse that surrounds death renders its meaning contingent upon its 
spectators:  
 
How can we make this event speakable? Does articulating death always mean 
turning it into a meaningful event, into a narrative moment? How is the meaning 
of the represented death process as a sequence of events contingent on the 
discursive position of its spectators? How is it inscribed by each focalisor’s 
interest?14 
 
The positionality of meaning that Bronfen refers to is crucial to the mythmaking which collapses 
O’Hara’s biography into hagiography, for meaning is produced through the narrative reading 
provoked by the visual and literary representations of O’Hara’s death. That O’Hara’s death was 
susceptible to this subjective narrativisation is evident in the subtle variations in different 
accounts of his death. Bill Berkson surmises:  
 
I think Frank died because things got out of hand and because of the strain on 
his attention. He died in a moment of extraordinary, for him, inattention. He 
didn’t see that car coming. Or if he did, his reflexes ordinarily were faster. I think 
that everything had become too much for him.15 
 
On the other hand, Grace Hartigan, who abruptly ended her friendship with the poet in 1960, 
concludes in a somewhat self-exculpatory manner: 
 
I think that how one lives has to do with what you feel about death, whether 
you’re conscious of it or not. The business of a poet is to be conscious of things 
like that. Frank took up emotional themes in a way that John and Kenneth and 
Jimmy never did. With the emotional investment that Frank made it was natural 
that he would. I think he was overly conscious of death. But it was as natural as it 
would be with Milton or Byron or any of the other older poets. The poetical 
Byronic attitude had a lot to do with death.16 
 
 
In each of the versions, the story of O’Hara’s death and the reason behind it are deeply 
implicated in the personal views of its narrator. But there is also a recognisable superimposition 
                                                     
14 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 40. 
15 Bill Berkson, interview with Brad Gooch, 2 October 1988, quoted in Gooch, City Poet, 468. 
16 Grace Hartigan, interview with Brad Gooch, 13 September 1989, quoted in Gooch, City Poet, 269. 
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of his early death onto the narratives of several different cultural myths, which serves to 
condense the mythos surrounding his life and death. In focusing on the way ‘the death of O’Hara’ 
as a trope becomes a significant key to understanding the construction of O’Hara as a cultural 
icon, I examine how O’Hara’s actual death sets out the incongruence between the concept and 
the event of death, as well as the multiplicity of approaches – such as repetition, metonymy, 
elision and re-narrativising – that this incongruence occasions. As such, I am not concerned with 
the truth of O’Hara’s tragic death, about which there is still a great deal of speculation. Rather, I 
argue that the structural, visual and literary use of O’Hara’s death exemplifies how reading 
becomes mythmaking through the subsuming of his material death into a literary, textual and 
aesthetic event. Each narration or representation of this event is semantically encoded with a 
unique cultural myth, in which death plays a significant role.  
 
Death is thus simultaneously a question of materiality and of interpretation, involving 
both the undeniable physicality of a corpse and the discursivity of a corpus of writing. As Derrida 
points out, ‘Dying is neither entirely natural (biological) nor cultural.’17 In other words, death is 
always yoked to meaning and language, for even to speak of ‘death’ invokes different things for 
different people:  
 
there are cultures of death. In crossing a border one changes death [on change la 
mort]; one no longer speaks the same death when one no longer speaks the same 
language. The relation to death is not the same on this side of the Pyrenees as it 
is on the other side. Often, moreover, in crossing a culture’s border, one passes 
from a figure of death as trespass – passage of a line, transgression of a border, 
or step beyond [pas au-dela] life – to another figure of the border between life and 
death. Every culture is characterised by its way of apprehending, dealing with, 
and one could say, ‘living’ death as a trespass.18 
 
                                                     
17 Jacques Derrida, Aporias: dying – awaiting (one another at) the limits of truth, trans. Thomas Dutoit (1993; 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993), 42. 
18 Derrida, Aporias, 24. 
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Ironically, death, an irrevocably physical phenomenon, is necessarily also a cultural construct. 
Indeed, Elisabeth Klaver argues in Images of the Corpse that death ‘becomes exposed as culturally 
constructed, an agency laden with the significance of social legibility and utility for the living.’19 
Representations of death not only suggest a way of coming to terms with the absence of a loved 
one, but as Lisa Perdigao and Mark Pizzato assert, they also ‘expose a crucial matrix of language, 
identity and meaning.’20  
 
In her study on the cultural myth of the poet’s death, Death in Quotation Marks, Svetlana 
Boym argues that the death of the poet is a compelling event that transgresses boundaries and 
engenders a continuous dialogue between different cultural and linguistic systems: 
 
The relationship between life, art and culture is not that of a mimesis, or a 
hierarchy, but rather that of a chain of rehearsals based on a certain limited 
repertoire (which, nevertheless, can offer a relatively unlimited number of 
combinations). This chain of rehearsals neither starts with the definitive original 
script nor ends with a final master performance. It is in the process of constant 
modification. Certain roles can be provisionally reified and described in order to 
understand the ongoing process. The death of the poet is a crucial poetic act and 
a crucial metaphor. It can be seen as an ultimate fulfilment of certain strategies 
and potentialities in the text, or as a provocative disruption of any unifying 
critical system.21 
  
Where Boym describes the ‘roles’ into which the poet and his body of work fall (wittingly or 
not), she is arguing for a ‘limited cultural repertoire of roles, with their necessary visual and 
dramatic attributes, which are enacted and reshaped in each individual performance.’22 Similarly, 
Jean-Luc Nancy emphasises this repetition of historical myths, arguing that the way we live out 
cultural myths adumbrates individuality in favour of identification: 
 
                                                     
19 Elisabeth Klaver, ed., Introduction to Images of the Corpse (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2004), xi-xx. 
20 Lisa Perdigao and Mark Pizzato, ed., Introduction to Death in American Texts and Performances: Corpses, 
Ghosts and the Reanimated Dead (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2010), 7. 
21 Boym, Introduction to Death in Quotation Marks, 29. 
22 Boym, Introduction to Death in Quotation Marks, 29. 
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In myth… existences are not offered in their singularity: but the characteristics of 
particularity contribute to the system of the ‘exemplary life’ in which nothing 
holds back, where nothing remains within a singular limit, where, on the contrary, 
everything is communicated and set up for identification.23 
 
The specifications of each role are different in every cultural context, but in O’Hara’s case, there 
are several discernible trajectories which this mythic allocation of roles has followed. The 
mythology of O’Hara has its foundations in the cultural expectations that circumscribe the 
burgeoning avant-garde in American and the role the ‘avant-garde poet’ plays in it; and these 
cultural narrative strands are in turn intertwined with several typological myths of the Poet. Each 
has a cultural history which has served as a locus of reference for the interpretation of O’Hara’s 
life, death and work; and importantly, these varying clusters of signification also influence his 
own praxis of self-mythology. In the following two sections, therefore, I examine first the myth 
of the poet as noble victim of his own society (the poète maudit); and second, the myth of the self-
destructive, doomed genius.  
 
With regards to the first myth, Rivers’ eulogy exemplifies the (re)branding of O’Hara as 
‘the innocent victim of someone else’s war,’ recasting him as the Romantic stereotype of the 
poet to whom society was indifferent. If, as Bronfen argues, a death is often given meaning by 
narration, then we must consider the way in which an ostensible ending such as death 
inaugurates or births a new afterlife for the dead poet. According to Peter Brooks, ‘If the motor 
of narrative is desire, totalising, building ever-larger units of meaning, the ultimate determinants 
of meaning lie at the end, and narrative desire, is ultimately, inexorably, desire for the end.’24 
Brooks argues, however, that the teleology of the ending as closure needs to be rethought: 
 
We need to think further about how the deathlike ending, its relation to origin, 
and to initiatory desire, and about how the interrelation of the two may 
                                                     
23 Jean-Luc Nancy, ‘Literary Communism,’ in The Inoperative Community, ed. and trans. Peter Connor (1986; 
repr., Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 1991), 78. 
24 Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Knopf, 1984), 52. 
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determine and shape the middle – the ‘dilatory space of postponement and error’ 
– and the kind of vacillation between illumination and blindness we find there.25 
 
Therefore, the end, or death, does not necessarily end a narrative, but can often ‘determine and 
shape the middle.’ Similarly, as Lisa Perdigao notes in relation to performance texts figuring 
death as a point of origination, traditional narrative has been overturned in recent times. Death is 
often no longer the closing scene, but has become the beginning chapter: ‘This point of 
origination is not the start of an afterlife but the beginning of narrative itself, the story’s source, 
so that the scenes of death become sites for reanimating the dead and recovering meaning.’26 It is 
interesting, in this context, to consider how Gooch, O’Hara’s only biographer to date, uses the 
death of O’Hara literally as a framing narrative technique for his book. The biography begins 
with an account of O’Hara’s funeral, and concludes with the circumstances of his death.27  Alfred 
Leslie’s series of paintings, The Killing Cycle, articulates this very process by which the moment of 
O’Hara’s death is reified and given prime position in the narrative arc of his mythology. But 
Leslie’s canny use of a pseudo-Renaissance style also points self-referentially to the artificiality of 
such myth-making, and its contingency upon historical archetypes. 
 
The grafting of these narratives onto the details of O’Hara’s life was prompted not just 
by the uncanny convergence between the poet’s biography and the contours of such cultural 
myths. O’Hara’s mythology was also constructed within a specific matrix of circumstances 
brought about by the cultural and political demands of the Cold War, such as: the alignment of 
                                                     
25 Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 96. 
26 Lisa Perdigao, ‘“Everything is now measured by after”: A Postmortem for the Twenty-First Century,’ in 
Death in American Texts and Performances: Corpses, Ghosts and the Reanimated Dead (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate 
Publishing Ltd, 2010), 199. 
27 This is a point that Watkin notes as well, and he suggests that this ‘serves to use [O’Hara’s] death, 
structurally, as an occasion for a cultural reckoning of who was doing what at this time.’ This is, Watkin 
maintains, a particularly useful technique for Gooch, whose portrayal of O’Hara presents him as ‘an 
occasion for culture through his status as a kind of cultural barometer.’ Watkin, In the Process of Poetry, 
128n8. 
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literary dissidence with political dissidence, the geographical significance of being a Downtown 
poet, and the emergence of American avant-garde theories invested in eliminating the ‘gap 
between art and life.’ The intersection between the historio-cultural forces in America and 
O’Hara’s own personal tendencies produces the impression that O’Hara’s early and tragic death 
was somehow the ultimate artistic statement that finally sutures the gap between the life and art 
of an avant-garde poet. This convergence of factors fosters the second myth commonly 
perpetuated about O’Hara’s death: that of O’Hara’s succumbing to a Romantic suicide. 
 
Peter Bürger, whose Theory of the Avant-Garde argues for the eradication of the gap 
between art and life, asserts that the historical avant-garde should be understood not by the 
content or form of particular works, but by the way it responds to aestheticism.28 According to 
Bürger, nineteenth-century Aestheticism promulgated the apotheosis of art’s autonomy, the idea 
of l’art pour l’art. It was this complete separation of art from the everyday life that prompted the 
early avant-gardists to become dissatisfied with the social and political impotence of art.29 The 
early avant-garde movements, Bürger posits, thus do not criticise preceding schools, but perform 
a kind of self-criticism, in which ‘art as an institution’ is criticised – by which he refers to ‘the 
productive and distributive apparatus and also to the ideas about art that prevail at a given time 
and that determine the reception of works.’ The avant-garde must reject both – ‘the distribution 
apparatus on which the work of art depends, and the status of art in bourgeois society as defined 
                                                     
28 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw, with foreword by Jochen Schulte-Sasse 
(1974; repr., Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984). 
29 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 42. Bürger argues that political change could not be effected through 
art because any political intent was rendered neutral by art’s insulate position. To make his point, he cites 
Marcuse’s ‘The Affirmative Character of Culture’:  
 
Marcuse outlines the global determination of art’s function in bourgeois society, which is a 
contradictory one: on the one hand it shows “forgotten truths” (thus it protests against a reality 
in which these truths have no validity); on the other, such truths are detached from reality 
through the medium of aesthetic semblance (Schein) – art thus stabilises the very social conditions 
against which it protests. Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 11. 
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by the concept of autonomy.’ The aim of avant-gardism, then, is ‘to reintegrate art into the 
praxis of life.’30 Bürger’s limited emphasis on Dadaism and Surrealism have been criticised, and 
justly so; however, his analysis of the avant-garde techniques of these European avant-garde 
traditions offers a historically-grounded framework for understanding at least some of the avant-
garde techniques of O’Hara and his colleagues.31 For example, Watkin highlights the ways in 
which Dadaism and Surrealism are based on strategies that ‘instigate a processual aesthetic,’ and 
goes on to argue in his book that the processual, aleatory poetics of the New York School poets 
also subscribes to this aesthetic:  
 
In each of these strategies, automatism, confrontation, nihilism, and wilful 
nonrationality, one can first see how the avant-garde tried to remove all the 
traditions of distance between the art work and the work of everyday life…. [This 
is] the central avant-garde position that links the European tradition to the so-
called neo-avant-garde of the New York School of poets and painters. Process 
poetry involved simply the removal of all limitations that would restrict the 
ongoing process of poetic text creation.32 
 
In New York, this theory was perhaps best articulated by Robert Rauschenberg in his 
now-famous 1959 claim that art should work ‘in the gap between art and life,’ an aesthetic belief 
that was shared by many poets and artists working during the 1950 and 60s. During this cross-
disciplinary artistic renaissance in New York City, poets and artists strove to eliminate the 
categories of high or classical art. Anything could be art, and the highlighting of process, 
                                                     
30 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 22. 
31 See Richard Murphy, Theorising the Avant-Garde: Modernism, Expressionism, and the Problem of Postmodernity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 1-5; Dietrich Scheunemann, ed., European Avant-Garde: 
New Perspectives (Amsterdam: Rodophi, 2000), 7-11. Murphy and other critics have also criticised Bürger 
for his totalising and de-historicising view of ‘art’ and ‘life’; he argues that Bürger removes these 
categories from their historical context so that they become polarised as binary oppositions and thus 
unproductive abstractions. In The Return of the Real, for example, Hal Foster challenges this opposition:  
 
What is art and what is life here? Already the opposition tends to cede to art the autonomy that is 
in question, and to position life at a point beyond reach. In this very formulation, then the avant-
garde project is predisposed to failure.’ Foster, ‘Who’s Afraid of the Neo-Avant-Garde?,’ 15. 
 
32 Watkin, In the Process of Poetry, 29-30. 
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spontaneity and performance blurred the so-called distinctions between art and life. As 
Silverberg notes, new experimental forms were being birthed during this time:  
 
In the pursuit of motion, change, and the texture of lived experience, these artists 
often shared similar techniques and procedures, such as the application of chance 
in composition and the use of ‘found’ objects, texts, and sounds in place of 
traditional materials. As well, all of these artists shared, in differing ways, a comic, 
ironic – sometimes ‘cool,’ sometimes camp-inflected – attitude that questioned 
the seriousness of high art and artists.33  
 
 The emphasis on ‘closing the gap between art and life’ and its concomitant belief that 
anything could be art, is precisely what nurtures the conceptual possibility of perceiving suicide 
as a form of art. Al Álvarez’s The Savage God: A Study of Suicide specifically names Dadaism – also 
the focus of Bürger’s thesis – as the violent extreme of the self-destructive tendencies of the 
artistic temperament. Dadaistic suicide converges neatly with Bürger’s theory of the avant-garde, 
and the dynamics of such thought arguably sets a precedent for misapprehensions of O’Hara’s 
death. Álvarez writes: 
  
But when art is against itself, destructive and self-defeating, it follows that suicide 
is a matter of course. Doubly so, since when art is confused with gesture, then 
the life of, or at least, the behaviour of the artist is his work. If one is useless and 
worthless, so is the other. Since Dada arose as a response to the collapse of 
European culture during the First World War, angrily asserting by its 
meaninglessness the meaninglessness of traditional values, then for the pure 
Dadaist suicide was inevitable, almost a duty, the ultimate work of art…. For 
Dadaists suicide would have been simply a logical joke, had they believed in logic. 
Since they didn’t, they preferred the joke to be merely psychopathic.34 
 
Álvarez goes on to delineate, through several cases of Dada writers who had died by suicide, the 
ways in which they had died in accordance with their principles: ‘Another Dada work of art was 
complete: missing, presumed suicide.’35 He concludes:  
 
                                                     
33 Silverberg, The New York School Poets and the Neo-Avant-Garde, 13. 
34 Al Álvarez, The Savage God: A Study of Suicide (Trowbridge, Wiltshire: Redwood Press Ltd., 1971), 189-
90. 
35 Álvarez, The Savage God, 192. 
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Violence, shock, psychopathic humour and suicide, these are the rhythms of 
Dada. ‘Suicide is a vocation,’ said Jacques Rigaut, whose own suicide in 1929 is 
said to have marked the end of the Dada epoch.36  
 
Álvarez also goes on to state more explicitly that suicide was an important part of the ‘new arts,’ 
drawing his evidence from a symposium about whether suicide was a solution, published by the 
‘fugitive arts magazine’ La Révolution Surréaliste: ‘The implications of the symposium are clear: to 
accept suicide, in however jokey a way, was to accept the new arts, to align oneself with the avant-
garde.’37 Although O’Hara is far from being a Surrealist or Dadaist, he often dips into the poetic 
techniques of these European avant-garde movements, such that it could conceivably be argued 
that his work contains within it Dadaistic and Surrealistic strands. Perloff’s influential study on 
O’Hara, for example, argues: 
   
But for literary models we must turn to France – to the poetry of Rimbaud and 
Apollinaire, to Tristan Tzara and the Dadaists, to such Surrealists as Robert 
Desnos and Benjamin Péret. Indeed, much of what O’Hara admired in the visual 
arts of his own time came out of this tradition.38 
 
The tendency to reconstruct and revise O’Hara’s work in light of a mysterious death 
drive is tempting, not only because the major avant-garde theories of O’Hara’s milieu advocated 
the ‘closing of the gap between art and life’; but also because the figure of death is a particularly 
                                                     
36 Álvarez, The Savage God, 192. Alvarez qualifies this statement by asserting that ‘although the evidence is 
that the movment had effectively expired five years earlier, when Breton broke with Tristan Tzara and set 
up rival firm of Surrealism, Rigaut lived on briefly as its last, perfect flowering.’ 
37 Álvarez, The Savage God, 193. 
38 Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 29. See also the chapter ‘The Early Years,’ wherein Perloff sets out the 
‘French influence’ on O’Hara’s poetry, arguing that ‘O’Hara’s heart was, from the very beginning, 
French.’ Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 31-74. The write-up on O’Hara on the Poetry Foundation website 
also asserts:  
 
O’Hara’s poetry, as it developed, joined the post-Symbolist French tradition with the American 
idiom to produce some of the liveliest and most personable poetry written in the 1950s and early 
1960s. O’Hara incorporated Surrealistic and Dadaistic techniques within a colloquial speech and 
the flexible syntax of an engaging and democratic postmodernism. George F. Butterick and 
Robert J. Bertholf, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ no date, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/frank-
ohara, Chicago: Poetry Foundation, 2018. 
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compelling one in O’Hara’s oeuvre. Not only do the ghosts and phantoms of previous literary 
greats haunt the lines of his poetry; but, as most affectingly evinced in ‘In Memory of My 
Feelings,’ his own death is continually staged, and as such, endlessly anticipated and deferred. 
O’Hara writes compulsively about death, and in his elegies for Jackson Pollock and James Dean, 
he stages an extended dalliance with the romanticising of Pollock and Dean as American 
versions of the moody, suicidal Romantic artist, often affiliating himself with these archetypal 
heroes.  
 
In ‘For James Dean,’ the persona of the poetic ‘I’ melds with Dean’s persona in lines 
which subtly queer the spiritual references to the artistic genius sacrificed to the whim of the 
gods:  
 
 I speak as one whose filth 
 is like his own, of pride 
 and speed and your terrible  
 example nearer than the sirens’ speech, 
 a spirit eager for the punishment 
 which is your only true recognition.39 
 
Sam Ladkin points out that there is ‘a martyrish quality which meets a masochistic energy to the 
hero inciting his punishment,’ evident in the equating of suffering with recognition. This theme 
of the ‘spirit eager for the punishment’ is echoed in the following lines from the next stanza, 
where Dean’s famous ‘smoldering’ sexiness is evoked and then linked to ‘hopelessness’ and 
‘scandal’ – both qualities of the victimised poète maudit: 
 
  Peace! To be true to a city 
  of rats and to love the envy 
  of the dreary, smudged mouthers 
  of an arcane dejection 
  smoldering quietly in the perception 
                                                     
39 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 228. Dated 5 October 1955, in MS 78. First published in Poetry (March 1956); 
reprinted in Meditations in an Emergency, 2nd ed. (New York: Grove Press, 1957), and Donald Allen, ed., The 
New American Poetry: 1945-1960 (New York: Grove Press, 1960). 
 237 
  of hopelessness and scandal 
  at unnatural vigor. Their dreams 
  are their own, as are the toilets 
  of a great railway terminal 
  and the sequins of a very small, 
  very fat eyelid.40 
   
The knowing allusion to Dean’s homosexuality in the reference to (pleasurable) ‘filth’ and ‘the 
toilets / of a great railway terminal’ aligns O’Hara with Dean; and, given the anecdotal evidence 
of O’Hara’s admiration for the film star, it becomes easy to read a similar death drive into 
O’Hara’s personality. 
 
Yet, Perloff rightly cautions readers against imputing suicide to O’Hara, arguing that the 
often-rumoured ‘mystery’ of O’Hara’s death has nothing to do with the actual facts of the night 
in question:  
 
I cite these facts only to show how careful we must be not to mythologise the 
death of the poet. No one can know, of course, what was going on inside 
O’Hara’s mind during the night of July 24, but it seems safe to say that if he had 
wanted to commit suicide, if he had ‘courted death’ as the myth has it, there 
would have been a much surer way of doing it. Being hit by a beach buggy is 
hardly a guarantee of instant – or certain – death, and indeed, as we have seen, 
O’Hara did not die immediately and remained conscious until the end. I cannot 
even regard the poet’s act as an unconscious death wish – what Yeats called ‘a 
lonely impulse of delight.’ The circumstances were too trivial, too fortuitous – 
one might say, too ridiculous. Who would think that one could be killed by a 
beach buggy? If, moreover, O’Hara had somehow survived the accident, what 
shape would the myth take then?41 
 
Perloff’s final question signals, ultimately, the dependence of the O’Hara phenomenon on the 
confluence between his early death and his personality and poetic traits. Despite this unfortunate 
coincidence, I would argue that O’Hara’s poetry poses the questions that unpick the seams of his 
own reputation: What is involved in the poetic staging of suicide, and how does it bind literature 
                                                     
40 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 228-9. 
41 Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 5. 
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and biography together in a relationship rife with presuppositions? What risk is there in 
conflating the figurative death of the poet and his actual death? And finally, what is the 
conjunction between poetic or metaphorical suicide and the myth of modernity or the avant-
garde? In ‘courting death’ relentlessly in his poetry, O’Hara exposes himself to the type of 
interpretive dangers he himself was contemptuous of. The notion of an O’Hara that stays within 
the demarcations of what an O’Hara should be, is problematic, for the very basis of O’Hara’s 
poetics and self-construction is an insistence on negotiability and malleability. O’Hara himself 
would arguably have scorned such reductionism, as he does other criticism in relation to art: 
 
Such criticism is panoramic and non-specific. It tends to sum up, not divulge. 
This is a very useful method if the truth is one, but where there is a multiplicity 
of truths it is delimiting and misleading, most often involving a preference for 
one truth above another, and thus contributing to the avoidance of cultural 
acknowledgement.42 
 
I argue that O’Hara’s obsession with poetic death ultimately reveals the way in which he 
undermines the very myths that he ostensibly subscribes to, and that constantly threaten to 
ossify his identity. To gain purchase on the fraught nature of death in O’Hara’s work, I turn to 
the specific ways in which he deals with the deaths of other poets, as well as his troping of the 
death of the self in his poetry. O’Hara’s response to the European avant-garde – particularly to 
the Russian poets Vladimir Mayakovsky and Boris Pasternak – is illuminating for the way in 
which it self-referentially maps out his own complex position within the American avant-garde. 
Much has been made of the intertextual web that O’Hara’s poetry establishes with Mayakovsky’s 
work, especially because the former’s most famous poems, such as ‘Second Avenue’ and 
‘Mayakovsky,’ contain references to the Russian poet. However, triangulating O’Hara’s 
responses to both Mayakovsky and Pasternak allows us to trace his distinctive stance with regards 
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to the poet who is co-opted into the narratives of the avant-garde or the nation-state, and who is 
caught between the Romantic myth of suicide and the accelerating machine of the avant-garde. 
 
O’Hara’s endorsement of Pasternak’s vision of the revolutionary poet over Mayakovsky’s 
– especially regarding the death of the poet – testifies to his commitment to a form of 
innovation that eschews literary patricide and overt antagonism. Instead, O’Hara’s poetic praxis 
entails a self-ironic, artful technique of separating himself from different historical avant-gardes 
and myths even as he invokes them. His 1957 letter to Rivers, in which he enclosed a set of 
poems, demonstrates this very technique which is prevalent throughout his poetry: 
 
Now please tell me if you think these poems are filled with disgusting self-pity, if 
there are ‘holes’ in them, if the surface isn’t kept ‘up,’ if there are recognisable 
images, if they show nostalgia for the avant-garde, or if they don’t have ‘push’ 
and ‘pull,’ and I’ll keep working on them until each is a foot high. 
 
Yours in action art, 
Frank43 
 
O’Hara’s seeming disdain for any ‘nostalgia for the avant-garde’ is undercut by his sign-off, 
which is in itself an avant-garde claim. By promising to ‘keep working on them,’ he parodies the 
avant-garde philosophy of art as an event rather than a finished product, yet simultaneously 
enunciates his own place within this avant-garde tradition. In the same vein, he uses well-known 
terms coined by avant-garde thinkers and artists such as Harold Rosenberg (‘action art’) and 
Hans Hofmann (‘push’ and ‘pull’), demonstrating both a deft knowledge of the historical avant-
garde and the awareness that he is somehow already too late for this avant-garde moment, which 
is always slipping from him as he self-mockingly revises his poetry in accordance with its tenets. 
Thus Watkin suggests that O’Hara’s Collected Poems is ‘one of the most complex avant-garde 
documents ever produced,’ encapsulating succinctly O’Hara’s methodology: 
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Museum of American Art, 12 February-17 March 1974, quoted in Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 22. 
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It combines a self-conscious cultural sensibility as to the poet’s highly ambiguous 
relationship to the historical avant-garde, with a basic and striking avant-garde 
style and attitude. And speaks with a voice imbued not only with a historical 
sense of self, but also a realisation of its own contemporaneity and further how 
that contemporaneity is at least doubly belated: first by the very status of being 
neo-avant-garde and all the temporal aporias that brings with it, and second by a 
realisation that [his poems] are already too late for the neo-avant-garde moment.44 
 
  
This feeling of belatedness was prevalent in the 1940s and 50s, when O’Hara was 
beginning to write more prolifically. There was a despondency in American literary circles over 
the perception that any worthwhile literary revolution had already passed its time, and that the 
new generation of poets had somehow missed the boat simply by virtue of when they had been 
born. ‘When I was a young poet in the 1940s,’ Hayden Carruth recalls, ‘I felt chronologically 
deprived, and so did my friends.’  
 
We had been born too late, that was our trouble. The great epoch of ‘modern 
poetry’ was in the past; its works, which we desperately admired, The Waste 
Land, Lustra, Harmonium, Spring and All and so many others, had been written 
long ago and had exhausted the poetic impulse. Nothing was left for us to do.45 
 
 
O’Hara’s acute awareness of this sentiment is elucidated in his 1948 journal entry, in which he 
laments: 
 
One must live in a way; we must channel, there is not time nor space, one must 
hurry, one must avoid the impediments, snares, detours; one must not be stifled 
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in a closed social or artistic railway station waiting for the train; I’ve a long long 
way to go, and I’m late already.46 
 
 
And yet, despite his pressing sense of exigency, O’Hara’s expression that he has a ‘long long way 
to go’ articulates a certain optimism that there is still road to be travelled and ground to be 
covered. For O’Hara, the possibility of innovation lies not in a genre-shattering revolution of the 
written word or of societal norms: 
 
You do not have to have the Russian Revolution or the French Revolution or the 
Civil Rights Movement in order to get irritated by other people’s ideas. All you 
have to do is be one individual who is tired of looking at something that looks 
like something else.47 
 
He eschews the notion of modernism as a form of cultural or literary secessionism, instead using 
the historical avant-garde (both American and European) as a building block for the personal, 
quiet revolution. Tellingly, in his interview with Edward Lucie-Smith, when O’Hara is asked if he 
thinks the ‘avant-garde no longer exists in a state of detachment or isolation,’ he replies 
definitively: ‘No, the avant-garde always exists in the state of the idea. That is, the avant-garde 
has been made up, I think, completely, and all through history, with people who are bored by 
other people’s ideas.48 In other words, O’Hara remains optimistic about the possibility for a 
vanguard to exist, but on terms which value cultural and historical specificity, and which remain 
sensitive to the probity of individual innovation. This means that being at the vanguard of 
cultural revolution requires a reassessment of avant-gardism – moving from a place of overt 
antagonism (as theorised by Renato Poggioli) or a limited historical categorisation (as theorised 
by Peter Bürger) to a continually discursive position that was both within the arts and critical of the 
                                                     
46 Frank O’Hara, journal entry, 24 October 1948, repr. in Frank O’Hara, Early Writing, ed. Donald Allen 
(Bolinas, California: Grey Fox Press, 1977), 101. 
47 O’Hara, ‘Edward Lucie Smith,’ 9. 
48 O’Hara, ‘Edward Lucie-Smith,’ 9 (original emphasis). 
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arts.49 The ‘vanguard’ is thus constantly interrogated in O’Hara’s poetry, but this process also 
entails a self-reflexive examination of the poet’s own position in history, as well as a half-droll 
cognizance that his own historical narrative is being constructed even as he questions it. ‘How 
shall I become a legend my dear?’ O’Hara asks self-derisively in ‘Meditations in an Emergency.’ 
 
This chapter concludes with an analysis of several poems, in which I demonstrate how 
O’Hara’s impatience with proclamations of the avant-garde’s ‘death’ articulates a remarkable 
sense of the possibilities of rebirth from seemingly barren or lifeless forms. Within this poetic 
praxis, the poetic staging of death becomes a performative statement about regeneration and 
renaissance. In ‘Biotherm (For Bill Berkson),’ for example, O’Hara writes: ‘there were a lot of 
limbs lying around so / of course someone created a ballet company, oke.’50 The natural 
consequence (‘of course’) of such a scene of death and destruction, according to the poet, is the 
creation of a new body (of artists) from dismembered limbs – the corps de ballet. Death is always 
linked to artistic reinvention and rebirth in O’Hara’s poetics, rupturing presumably closed 
borders of identity. Indeed, earlier in the same poem, O’Hara writes of the malleability of the 
past, and its susceptibility to be manipulated in the service of the new:  
 
 now the past is something else the past is like a future that came through  
 you can remember everything accurately and be proud of your honesty you can 
 lie about everything that happened and be happily reminiscent you can alter 
 here and there for increased values you can truly misremember and have it  
both ways or you can forget everything completely the past is really something.51 
 
By acknowledging that ‘you can alter / here and there for increased values,’ O’Hara suggests that 
history is never really a given, but must be constructed; and he ultimately positions himself as the 
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poet that is both produced by, and productive of, history. His reluctance to evacuate completely 
the usefulness of the historical is demonstrable throughout his oeuvre, not just on the literary 
front, but also with regards to attendant narratives of selfhood and identity.  
 
Importantly, for O’Hara the challenge of re-writing history must take into account the 
non-normative subjectivity of its author. As Jarraway points out: 
 
We cannot lose sight… of the historical and social forces within which O’Hara’s 
project is set. For it is these very Cold War constraints that function in a 
perversely vital way as the dynamic provocation for his exploring the highly 
nuanced and richly textured alternatives to an ideologically grounded identity that 
such constraints were so poised to foreclose and erase.52 
 
O’Hara’s awareness of these constraints is clearly elucidated in his poetry, in which the act of 
writing and the writing of desire necessarily go hand-in-hand with images of death and policing. 
In ‘Returning’ he writes: 
 
As Marilyn Monroe says, it’s a responsibility being a sexual symbol, 
 And as everyone says, it’s the property of a symbol to be sexual. 
 Who’s confused? Dead citizen or survivor, it’s only your cock or your ass. 
 They do what they can in gardens and parks, 
     in subway stations and latrines, 
 as boyscouts rub sticks together who’ve read the manual, 
     know what’s expected of death.53 
 
Here the quintessential symbol of all-American wholesomeness and heteronormativity, the Boy 
Scouts, are torqued in a double entendre that references homosexuality and, subsequently, death. 
They ‘rub sticks together,’ and do so with an image of death in mind that they have already 
foreseen. ‘Dead citizen,’ too, in knitting together death and citizenship, emphasises how, in mid-
century America, the gay citizen always verges on the cusp of being the dead citizen – dead to a 
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majority which will brook no deviations. Thus Andrea Brady writes of the ‘masochistic idiom’ 
that governs O’Hara’s work, where ‘confessions of desire are often followed by fears of 
persecution, pain and physical punishment.’54  
 
For O’Hara, then, eroticism is often bound to America and to violence. In ‘Grand 
Central,’ a man giving a blowjob is depicted as taking a ‘smoking muzzle in his soft blue 
mouth.’55 In this poem, subjectivity is placed on unstable ground – the story of the blowjob is a 
famous one of O’Hara himself, but here it has been displaced coyly onto a ‘friend,’ so that 
O’Hara is perhaps once more, as in ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ citing/sighting himself in a 
‘death’ scene.56 The fundamental instability of the subject also manifests itself in the allegory of 
O’Hara as Grand Central Station; he is concurrently the bold person depicted in the erotic act, as 
well as the epicentre of New York’s infrastructure. Here, Grand Central Station becomes an 
eroticised nexus for gay activity, and O’Hara becomes one of New York’s icons, albeit queered. 
For O’Hara the subway perhaps also represents the city’s arteries, the train lines he would ride to 
get to the heart of the cruising areas. As Hal Fondren recalls, an older Harvard friend ‘taught us 
the ropes’: ‘There’s a special train. After you’ve done the Third Avenue bars, you take it at Fifty-
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third and Third and it goes right to West Eighth Street. And then you have all of Eighth Street.’57 
And yet, despite allegorising himself as an iconic American place, O’Hara writes that he is 
somehow still not American: 
 
   I don’t have an American 
  body, I have an anonymous body, though 
  you can get to love it, if you love 
  the corpses of the Renaissance.58 
 
O’Hara claims that he does not have an American body; rather, he has an anonymous one, 
perhaps because the desires of his body did not cohere with American ideals of the time. In the 
editorial statement preceding the 1952 symposium titled Our Country and Our Culture, the editors 
of Partisan Review opined: 
 
For better or worse, most writers no longer accept alienation as the artist’s fate in 
America; on the contrary, they want very much to be a part of American life. 
More and more writers have ceased to think of themselves as rebels and exiles. 
They now believe that their values, if they are to be realised at all, must be 
realised in America and in relation to the actuality of American life.59 
 
 
And yet, despite the sentiment that the American poet or writer was aligning himself increasingly 
with the role of citizen rather than alienated artist, O’Hara’s work demonstrates that this view is 
necessarily complicated when it comes to the homosexual poet writing in the era of 
McCarthyism. For a non-normative subject like O’Hara, the paradox was creating an identity 
within America, while grappling with the isolation of not possessing ‘an American / body.’  
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Nevertheless, the syntactic ambiguity throughout these few lines hints that the poet does 
not quite see this non-conforming body as an impediment. The enjambment in the lines allows 
us to read different meanings into O’Hara’s lines: ‘body, I have an anonymous body, though,’ he 
claims, half-seductively. The repetition of ‘body’ twice in the one line foregrounds his availability 
as a sexualised body, and when read as ‘I have an anonymous body, though,’ the phrase seems to 
intimate that although he doesn’t have ‘an American body,’ he has something even better. Here 
perhaps ‘anonymous’ also subliminally suggests ‘androgynous,’ and thus O’Hara arguably 
tampers with the Western construction of power that relies on the creation of exclusive binaries 
– active (male)/ passive (female) sexuality, homosexuality / heterosexuality. ‘You can get to love 
it, if you love,’ O’Hara invitingly says, but in the next line, ‘the corpses of the Renaissance’ 
suddenly presents a jarring image of death and necrophilia. And yet, even in this image of death 
there is an underlying suggestion of resurrection – for the corpses of the Renaissance, being 
most of them depictions of Christ, allude to the transformation and rebirth of the body. Thus 
O’Hara does not de-mythologise, but rather re-mythologises both himself and historical figures, 
evincing a belief that the reshaping of tradition is inherently yoked to the articulation of sexual 
difference. In so doing, he opens up his poetics to the utopian possibilities of social and cultural 
change, while simultaneously foregrounding his own poetic enunciation within an economy of 
myths and abstractions that are impossible to shed, and of which he is acutely aware.  
 
Writing in the period before the identity-based politics that burgeoned in the late 1960s 
and 1970s, O’Hara’s poetry emplaces us within a specific historical moment during which social 
agency, literary experimentalism and collective affiliation remained open to re-imagination and 
charged with potential – despite the circumstances which constantly challenged them. My 
analysis of death in O’Hara’s work demonstrates how this trope allows for his work to be 
informed by, and yet constantly interrogate, the increasingly limiting definitions of the avant-
garde poet that were becoming more widespread at the time. In this endeavour, my study works 
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at the nexus of the personal and public – where death itself is situated – in the hopes of 
counteracting what Libbie Rifkin refers to as ‘the language of canons, whose disembodied 
formalism allows for easy slippages between “death-by-assimilation” and the literal deaths of 
individual authors on which canonicity is so often premised.’60 Rifkin argues for ‘reconceiving 
the stakes of literary exchange in the narrower terms of the poetic career,’ rather than the canon 
– because such analysis, undertaken from the historically situated position of a particular 
individual, allows for an understanding of the poet’s perceived ‘role’ or ‘duty’ to advance the 
language, but remains sensitive to ‘local material, ideological, and psycho-social demands.’61 Such 
a sensitivity is arguably what O’Hara, in his self-reflexive awareness of his own historicity and its 
intersection with the cultural tendencies of the age, also enacts in his poetry. In a description of 
the existential conditions that provided the nourishment for the works of the Abstract 
Expressionists, O’Hara expresses the necessity of responding creatively and personally to the 
historical opportunities that present themselves in each milieu – a statement that might well be a 
delineation of his own poetics: 
 
Underlying, and indeed burgeoning within, every great work of the Abstract 
Expressionists, whether subjectively lyrical as in Gorky, publicly explosive as in 
De Kooning, or hieratical as in Newman, exists the traumatic consciousness of 
emergency and crisis experienced as personal event, the artist assuming 
responsibility for being, however accidentally, alive here and now…. It is just as 
possible for art to look out at the world as it is for the world to look at art.62 
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4.2 ‘You Don’t Say the Victim is Responsible for a Concentration Camp or a Mack 
Truck’: The Myth of the Poet as Victim to Society 
 
As Boym argues, death is the one concept that tends to trespass boundaries; it vexes the 
demarcations between corpse and corpus, between life and writing and between fact and fiction: 
‘The death of the poet, both figurative and nonfigurative, will challenge the stability of 
boundaries between disciplines, the spheres of experience and texts, and expose the fragility of a 
figure – rhetorical or otherwise.’63 Death leaks out of its own demarcations; or rather, the 
borders of death are always porous and permeable. It is death itself, ironically, that generates the 
biographical ghosts and legends that continue to haunt (as in Derrida’s spectres) the texts of the 
poet, his iconography, as well as future generations of readers and writers. The ghost of the 
author, as a liminal figure that depends on an uncanny alliance between life and death, troubles 
the borders between life and death. Perdigao and Pizzato suggest that ‘ghosts are unstable 
interstitial figures that problematize dichotomous thinking.’ They argue: 
 
Neither living nor dead, present nor absent, the ghost functions as the 
paradigmatic deconstructive gesture, the ‘shadowy third’ or trace of an absence 
that undermines the fixedness of such binary oppositions. Here, the 
deconstruction of the line between the living and the dead reads like that of the 
distinction between materiality and discourse. The representation of the dead – as 
corpse, ghost, or reanimated body – thus highlights what is already at work in 
representation. As Sharon Patricia Holland says, ‘the dead truly acknowledge no 
boundary.64  
 
The ghost of the author is particularly haunting in the case of a suicide, or when – as in O’Hara’s 
case – there is even the slightest shadow of suicidal intent. In her study of suicide and authorship 
in twentieth-century Italy, Elisabeth Leake argues that ‘suicide functions as a hermeneutical tool 
with which readers, critics, publicists and the author him-or herself reconstruct the author’s 
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life.’65 Significantly, Leake uses the same lexicon of ghosting to describe the way an author’s 
suicide plagues, or looms over, his oeuvre: 
 
Authorial suicide looms both in the sense of ‘hovers,’ perhaps ghostlike… and in 
the sense of ‘weaves,’ actively shaping our understanding of a text, giving it 
colour and texture. Suicide, then, is both a form of authorship and a form of 
revision, both on the part of the author, who has written the final scene, as it 
were, as well as on the part of the reader, who consequently revises that author’s 
works in an effort to make sense of the final act of writing.66 
 
Ultimately, the dispositif by which the aura of the poet is constructed is partly historical 
(the Romantic author function) and partly the result of a series of (mis)readings of O’Hara’s 
construction of self in his poetry. In this process, the death of the poet plays an augmented role 
in the way his life and poetry is read, casting, as Watkin argues, a ‘cataphoric’ glow over both. In 
linguistics, cataphora is the use of an expression or word that refers to another more specific 
term later in the text, requiring the reader to look forward in order to understand the reference. 
As Watkin points out, the critical reading tendencies related to O’Hara’s work often subscribe to 
this deterministic technique: 
 
O’Hara’s death, like Pollock’s, ‘isn’t that simple.’ Due to the peculiar reliance on 
the specificity of the poet’s being alive, in love and at lunch in New York, his 
death in many ways transforms the whole body of his work. It ceases to hold our 
hand, we must instead put the poems down, literally on paper, and in the beyond 
of canonicity. In a sense death is the ultimate hermeneutic precondition. 
Frighteningly cataphoric, it reinscribes the work of every poet into that most 
significant of textual bodies: the ‘collected poems.’67  
 
In other words, O’Hara’s death forces us to look back at the poet’s body of work from the 
vantage point of his death, for it is only when he dies that a Collected Poems might be put together. 
Yet the act of retrospection, especially given the tight weave interlacing O’Hara’s life and work, 
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means that the work often gains meaning only by looking forward to his death. In such manner, 
the work of the poet is inscribed indelibly onto the facts of his life and death. 
 
If death does not necessarily end a narrative but presents infinite new possibilities for 
textual fecundity, so too, can death propel an artistic (or academic) career in productive new 
directions. In a famous anecdote, Henry Geldzahler once pointedly told Andy Warhol over 
lunch, ‘It’s enough life, it’s time for a little death.’ The curator was pointing to a gruesome 
photograph of a plane crash in France, suggesting to Warhol that his Pop Art needed to have a 
dark side.68 It was this very picture that prompted Warhol to begin producing some of the most 
powerful artwork of his career, the Death and Disaster series. Warhol’s paintings, which make use 
of newspaper and magazine images of car crashes, suicides, an electric chair, a poisoning and an 
exploding atomic bomb, tapped into the country’s growing fascination with mortality. However, 
perhaps Geldzahler’s admonition also aptly encapsulates the power that death – whether literal 
or figurative – bestows to a career. Therefore, it is important to consider here what it means to 
think of ‘Frank O’Hara’ as a brand, and to think of death as a radical form of rebranding. Death 
is perhaps the logical place to begin the (re)construction of ‘Frank O’Hara,’ for the restlessness, 
capriciousness and movement which marks his life necessitates such a change of tempo before 
any assessment can even begin. O’Hara himself seems to be aware of this, having written in his 
journal in 1948: ‘Life moves too fast to be apprehended. Against death art is the only barrier, in 
that it is a recreation in sensible tempo of the components of life’s fugue.’69 
 
In this process of (re)branding, Rivers’ funeral speech is especially significant because, 
given immediately after O’Hara’s death, it inaugurates the process of reasserting authority over 
the O’Hara narrative, where control has been wrested away from his loved ones. As Bronfen 
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explains, the body, which encompasses the non-semiotic real, breaks into and disrupts a stable 
presentation of self with its death, and thus it is ‘immediately translated or transferred back into 
the demands of representation.’ Because the corpse is a marker of complete disruption of 
categories, ‘[a] stability of categories must again be recuperated, namely in the act of 
representation, so we move from the experience of decomposition to composition, from the 
dying body/corpse to a representation and narration of the dying body/corpse.’70 
 
The insistent return to the point of death and the unwavering gaze upon the dying body 
of the poet thus signifies not only the desire for the lost beloved, but also an urgent desire to 
rewrite the narrative of O’Hara’s death, to recuperate a ‘stability of categories.’ To this extent, it 
also functions as a microcosm of the way that critics and acolytes have treated O’Hara’s life and 
works, manifesting an impulse undeniable in the discourse surrounding O’Hara – that of editing 
and shaping the image of the poet. In his speech, Rivers laments the manner of O’Hara’s death, 
explicitly articulating the stark contrast between O’Hara’s real death and the sort of death 
deemed to be in keeping with the person O’Hara was known to be: 
 
I always thought he would be the first to die among my small happy group. But I 
day dreamed a romantic death brought on by too much whiskey, by smoking 
three packs of Camels a day, by too much sex, by dance concerts, just too much 
living which would drain away his energy and his will to live. His death was on 
my mind all the sixteen years I knew him and I told him this… His real death is a 
shock because he died – and died horribly in an absurd situation.71 
 
In Rivers’ reading of the death of the poet, the mythical narrative of O’Hara as the fast-living, 
reckless poet becomes a palimpsest for O’Hara’s actual death – he becomes the James Dean of 
the literary world by dint of Rivers’ projections.72 It seems that while the shock of O’Hara’s 
                                                     
70 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 52. 
71 Rivers, ‘Speech Read at Springs,’ in Berkson and LeSeuer, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 138. 
72 There is also another layer of myth surrounding the eulogy itself. When the New York-born artist 
Skylar Fein gave a talk about O’Hara and Rivers, he emphasised the great lengths he went to, to find a 
copy of Rivers’ elusive eulogy, which no one had actually seen but which was notorious. (Gooch writes in 
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death was indubitable, the issue for Rivers was not so much that he died, but that he died 
‘horribly in an absurd situation.’ In other words, what was lamentable was that O’Hara had 
succumbed to a death that did not seem to match up to the legacy of the avant-garde artist who 
had sacrificed his life for the sake of ‘just too much living.’ Uncannily, Rivers seems to project 
death as a shadow over the living O’Hara, proclaiming him as always already dead (‘his death was 
on my mind all the sixteen years I knew him’), in order to preserve him perfectly as a man who 
was so alive that he constantly pushed the boundaries of life. The irreducible poetic element in 
O’Hara’s life is, ironically, death.  
 
This recounting of the details of death (both imagined and real) reveals a compelling 
politics of inclusion and exclusion crucial to the process of myth-making. Rivers talks about the 
details of O’Hara’s injuries, recounting that ‘in the crib [O’Hara] looked like a shaped wound, the 
innocent victim of someone else’s war.’ Furious at fate, which has wrenched O’Hara away in a 
manner not befitting of his life, Rivers creates another mythical narrative that inevitably 
overshadows the facts. This time it is not the quixotic, romanticised death of a nervy, fast-living 
Dean figure with its incredible coiled energy; but another that focalises O’Hara’s corporeality yet 
again and reconstitutes him as an ineffably romantic victim of life’s circumstances. By calling him 
an ‘innocent victim of someone else’s war,’ Rivers’ speech also intimates that O’Hara’s 
premature death was absolutely unnecessary, and that there were other dubious factors that had 
contributed to O’Hara’s eventual passing.73  It is significant that in the original copy of Rivers’ 
                                                     
City Poet that ‘the more Rivers went on, the more groans came from the mourners. Some yelled, “Stop! 
Stop!”; but Rivers continued, until a gasp from O’Hara’s mother stopped him short.) However, despite 
the narrative Fein weaves about the search for the eulogy, it is actually readily available in Berkson and 
LeSueur’s Homage to Frank O’Hara. See Skylar Fein, ‘Artist Talk: Eulogy for Frank O’Hara: Pop Art and 
the Queer Death Drive,’ paper presented at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, Texas, 25 June 
2016, https://youtu.be/bPTlnUu_nms. 
73 See also Gooch, City Poet, 461. Gooch writes that the ‘casualness and leniency’ with which the accident 
was treated by the local police ‘led to a later unsubstantiated feeling among O’Hara’s friends that the 
accident was covered up because of loyalty among local workers, who perhaps were less than sympathetic 
to “summer people,” or homosexuals from the city.’ J. J. Mitchell’s memoir piece, which recounts the 
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speech, he adds in this phrase in his own handwriting after the speech has been typewritten; it is 
clearly an edit inserted into the speech to make a very specific point. The material body of the 
dead poet thus forces upon us a return to the material, but it also presents itself as a new surface 
upon which to inscribe meaning. Vincent Crapanzano writes: 
 
The body – more, but not completely, accurately the ‘body’ – can serve 
rhetorically to mediate (to give the illusion of mediating), to close (to give the 
illusion of closing), the split in signification between the signifier and the 
signified. It is, I believe, precisely the privileged status we grant the body as – 
How shall I put it? – so intimately bound to us as to be at once object and 
subject of our (conscious) experience that gives it this mediating role. It permits 
the confounding of body (as signified) and ‘body’ (as signifier) and gives to the 
body a special rhetorical role, one that ‘anchors’ signification.74 
 
The recovery of the body might ostensibly be directed towards closure – resolving the crisis of the 
body so that the loved one can understand and come to terms with the demise of the beloved. 
However, as Perdigao notes, the process itself is inscribed with its own violence and 
dismemberment: in studying and rewriting the body, critics ‘depict the violence inherent in 
reinscription.’75 This is evident in the constant rehearsing of O’Hara’s death scene through 
various mediums, and in the violence of Rivers’ rhetoric in his appalling eulogy. 
 
 Notably, the physicality of Rivers’ unusual eulogy parallels the letter written by the 
Russian poet Paul Valéry to his close friend André Gide, about the death of the poet Stephane 
Mallarmé. In it, the moment of death is narrated in detailed physicality: 
 
This is how he died. It is an accident and an unparalleled one. He had been 
suffering from tonsillitis since Monday – nothing serious – but being fragile in 
this respect, he went to bed. On Friday the doctor came to see him. Naturally, he 
                                                     
dismal lack of medical staff present at the hospital where O’Hara was taken, also adds to the general 
feeling of O’Hara having been somehow wronged. J. J. Mitchell, ‘The Death of Frank O’Hara,’ in 
Berkson and LeSeuer, Homage to Frank O’Hara, 145.  
74 Vincent Crapanzano, Imaginative Horizons: An Essay in Literary-Philosophical Anthropology (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2004), 72-3. 
75 Lisa Perdigao, From Modernist Entombment to Postmodernist Exhumation: Dead Bodies in Twentieth-Century 
American Fiction (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2010), 78. 
 254 
was feeling better and wanted to get out of bed. While he was chatting to the 
doctor, a glottal spasm killed him right off by asphyxiation; he reared up, fell to 
his knees while clutching the doctor, and then fell dead. Apparently such cases 
are extremely rare. The fatal spasm had little to do with the existing sore throat.76 
 
As in O’Hara’s case, Mallarmé is portrayed as the tragic victim of a Russian roulette of chance, 
the circumstances uncannily presaged by his own writing, as Boym notes: ‘the guttural spasm, the 
interruption in the rhythm of breathing that produced many creative shadows in “Igitur,” turns 
out to be fatal. Mallarmé’s death has been anticipated as well as deferred by his writing.’77 Once 
again the poet is cast as a Romantic figure, even if he doesn’t die a necessarily poetic death. 
Boym points out, however, that Valéry gives the account of his final moments with Mallarmé in 
various guises. In his letter to Gide, the physicality of Mallarmé’s suffering is rendered starkly, 
paralleled intimately to Valery’s own grief and distress at his friend’s death (as he mourns, Valéry 
appears to relive the same symptoms preceding his friend’s death). Valéry also describes the ‘last 
public outbursts’ of Mallarmé’s devoted daughter. However, in Valéry’s essay ‘La Dernière Visite à 
Stéphane Mallarmé’ (‘The Last Visit to Stephane Mallarmé’), he ‘follows different codes of personal 
description, a different set of rules of inclusion and exclusion’ than in the letter to Gide. Boym 
argues that Valéry eliminates all physical descriptions, instead portraying his loss and relationship 
with Mallarmé as a purely intellectual one. ‘This displacement of the physical by the spiritual,’ 
Boym argues, ‘the erasure of femininity and eroticism, and the displacement of Mallarmé’s text 
by Valéry’s systematic interpretation of it will be at the centre of Valéry’s critical myth making.’78 
In Valéry’s iconography of Mallarmé, Boym argues, the death of the poet is portrayed as 
converging with Valéry’s own literary crisis and as such, crucial to the mythology of Valéry’s own 
career. Valéry thus uses the death of his literary precursor to enact his own death and rebirth as a 
poet. In some ways, this parallels the close artistic relationship that Rivers and O’Hara enjoyed. 
                                                     
76 Paul Valéry, ‘Lettre sur Mallarmé,’ in his Variété 1 et 2 (Paris: Gallimard, 1978), 290, quoted in Boym, 
Death in Quotation Marks, 82. 
77 Boym, Death of the Author, 82 
78 Boym, Death of the Author, 82.  
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However, what bears emphasising here is the way in which, like in the case of Mallarmé, the 
narrative of O’Hara’s death alters in accordance with the vicissitudes of its narrator, and 
whatkind of personal stake they have in constructing the myth of the poet. 
 
 O’Hara’s body, failing to expire in a manner in keeping with a poet of his temperament 
and inclinations, is now thrust into a new narrative by Rivers. Alfred Leslie, in his series of 
paintings entitled The Killing Cycle, addresses precisely this subtle variation in the O’Hara 
mythology. The paintings undertake an unsettling ‘doubling’ move – they illuminate both ‘the 
attempt to re-stabilise one’s position in the world when faced with an event as destabilising as 
that of death and the failure inherent in such an undertaking.’79 To begin with, Leslie’s choice of 
words is illuminating, for it chooses to place O’Hara in the position of victim, wherein the poet 
does not simply die but is ‘killed.’ Deliberately modelled on the mythical but realistic style of 
Rubens, Caravaggio and David, Leslie’s series of nine paintings offers an extraordinary 
perspective on O’Hara’s death, self-consciously performing its own part in the mythologisation 
of O’Hara, while depicting the mechanisms by which this myth takes a hold of cultural memory. 
The content of the paintings is a synthesis of fact and fiction (itself a commentary on the 
mythology of O’Hara), with Leslie choosing to substitute elements of O’Hara’s death for stylised 
detail created to emphasise certain aspects of the O’Hara legend.  
 
                                                     
79 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 45-46. It is significant too, that Leslie began working on these paintings 
from a place of extreme loss – in 1966 he had lost his close friend and collaborator O’Hara to a freak 
accident, and later that year his entire studio burnt down on the eve of his exhibition at the Whitney 
Museum, with nothing salvageable. In this sense, the paintings attempt to arrest or capture loss through 
representation, but also speak to the necessary failure of taking up such an endeavour.  
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Figure 12. Alfred Leslie, The Telephone Call, 1971-2. 
 
In one of the paintings, a 9-by-6 foot canvas entitled The Telephone Call, Leslie replaces 
O’Hara’s friends with four teenagers – two girls and two boys – respectively dressed in their 
bikinis and swimming trunks.80 Thus the witnesses to O’Hara’s death are reconceived as a 
contemporary audience, gesturing to the continual rehashing of O’Hara’s death for a younger, 
more modern audience. Three of the figures are portrayed in the midst of anguished action, 
trying unsuccessfully to push the jeep off O’Hara’s body, an artistic interpretation of the 
irreversibility of O’Hara’s death. Only two of the figures in the artwork are depicted as caught in 
a moment of complete stillness – O’Hara (or rather, his prostrate body) and one of the teenaged 
girls, who stares ahead immobilised, apparently stunned by the body that lies before her. That 
Leslie has chosen to isolate these two figures from the higher velocity of the rest of the painting, 
                                                     
80 Alfred Leslie, The Telephone Call, 1971-72, oil on canvas, Mildred Lane Kemper Museum, Saint Louis.  
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is a significant move. It speaks of the two parties who remain frozen in time, always at the scene 
of O’Hara’s death: O’Hara himself, whose mythology can never exclude the narrative of his 
death on Fire Island; and us, as ‘consumers’ of O’Hara’s death, who remain both transfixed and 
traumatised by the loss of O’Hara. 
 
 
Figure 13. Alfred Leslie, The Cocktail Party, 1967-78. 
 
The trope of the telephone referred to in the title of this painting is itself absent from the 
painting, implying that this is a re-imagination of the telephone call that one of O’Hara’s friends 
might have made to inform other friends of his accident. The telephone reappears, however, in 
another painting of the series, The Cocktail Party.81 It sits conspicuously in the foreground of the 
artwork, untouched. A young couple, whose backs are to us, gaze silently into the distance, 
where a strange light illuminates the horizon, presumably at the beach where O’Hara is killed. 
The image is complex; it speaks at once about O’Hara, but yet is not about him. O’Hara was 
killed in the dark, wee hours of the morning, not at dusk; Leslie is clearly taking artistic liberties 
                                                     
81 Alfred Leslie, The Cocktail Party, 1967-78, oil on canvas, Mildred Lane Kemper Museum, Saint Louis. 
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here, in order to emphasise other factors in the death of O’Hara. The telephone, sitting idle on 
the table, arguably becomes a talismanic object that signifies the continued presence of a poet for 
whose poetics the telephone was a critical trope. This enduring presence is, however, one that 
has been altered by its transformation from a living body into a material object that symbolises 
that body. With its stark presence, the black telephone reminds the audience that there will never 
be another phone call with O’Hara on the other end of it again. An alternative reading of the  
telephone is that the (heterosexual) couple in the painting remain unperturbed and unmoved by 
the death of a (gay) man, an interpretation bolstered by the unused telephone in the foreground. 
Bystanders to the accident have, by their inaction, become voyeurs. Similarly, the three director’s 
chairs in the painting suggest a voyeuristic element to the death of O’Hara, and underscores that 
even those who remain distanced by time from the death of O’Hara are still ‘watching’ the scene 
of his death replay itself. Leslie thus gestures toward the appropriation of O’Hara’s death into a 
movie-like narrative sequence. The cinematic quality of the images and their narrative arc over 
several art pieces contains a duality: it is first a homage to a poet who loved the cinema as well as 
art; and second, an artistic comment on the way in which the events of death become subsumed 
into a literary, artistic and cultural discourse for an audience.  
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Figure 14. Alfred Leslie, The Loading Pier, 1975. 
 
 This theme of cultural appropriation/construction and the sublation of the body with 
textual or artistic interpretation is continued in yet another painting in the series, The Loading Pier, 
which depicts O’Hara’s corpse, with his prominent widow’s peak, lowered from the pier.82 Four 
teenaged girls, different from those depicted in other paintings of the series and dressed 
variously in bikinis, swimsuits and denim cut-off shorts, carry O’Hara’s body on what seems to 
be a wooden board. A young man in the background pulls a rope which, judging by the 
                                                     
82 Alfred Leslie, The Loading Pier, 1975, oil on canvas, Mildred Lane Kemper Museum, Saint Louis. 
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movement of his body, seems to be connected to a mourning bell. While the bearers of the body 
have been re-imagined and modernised, the scene depicted has a strong mythical quality about it, 
which draws from the classical religious paintings of Christ being lowered from the cross. In the 
Village Voice, David Bourdon writes that this particular piece ‘is in effect a modern-dress 
apotheosis which Leslie paints with as much drama as Renaissance painters gave to the lowering 
of Christ from the cross.’83 In the painting, the body of O’Hara is once again intact; there are no 
visible injuries, his clothes are unstained, and his eyes are closed in serenity. As another viewer, 
John Perrault, points out, ‘This painting redeems Frank O’Hara from the sordidness of his 
death.’84 The allegorisation of O’Hara’s death as the death of Christ is significant, for it is 
deliberately chosen (Leslie created over a hundred sketches for these paintings), and elucidates 
both the mechanism of mythmaking and the myth itself. In The Loading Pier, the material 
physicality of the dead body is diminished in favour of an allegorical reading that re-establishes 
the stable order that death has ruptured. The realness, or factitity, of O’Hara’s death becomes 
subordinated to the cultural construction of the poet as mythical figure and as artwork. The 
‘sanctification’ of O’Hara’s body, presented without blemish, forecloses the chaos and disruption 
of bodily death by translating the ultimate physical event into the allegorical story of the poet as 
sacrificial victim to society. Additionally, the allegory of Christ alludes to an impending 
resurrection, a phenomenon that has manifested itself in what Gaston Franssen and Rick 
Honings would term O’Hara’s afterlife.85 The afterlife of an author, as Franssen and Honings 
argue, is the way in which the two discursive constructs – the author function and the celebrity 
function – converge to produce the continued circulation of an author or a literary work in social 
or cultural life. 
 
                                                     
83 David Bourdon, Village Voice (10 November 1975), 113, quoted in Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 2.  
84 John Perrault, Soho Weekly News (13 November 1975), 24, quoted in Perloff, Poet Among Painters, 2. 
85 Gaston Franssen and Rick Honings, eds., Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American 
Literature (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016). 
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However, Leslie is also cannily gesturing towards the violence of representation through 
his very act of representation: the rhetorical translation of O’Hara’s body into an inanimate 
figure that is semantically encoded with various meanings that are so far from anything he would 
have personally chosen, is itself a type of rhetorical violence. As Bronfen argues, what is violent 
about this rhetoric is that it effaces real pain and death, subordinating these to ‘notions of artistic 
ability and aesthetic effect.’ This, Bronfen asserts, ‘is a form of violence which stages the absence 
of violence.’86 The allegorising gaze shields the viewer from the violent obscenity of actual death; 
but in so doing, it necessarily denies or erases O’Hara’s individual experience of death. Elaine 
Scarry comments on this semantic fluctuation, when she argues that ‘the inherent instability of 
the verbal (and visual) sign is that representation can work in two ways; it can coax real pain into 
visibility or push it into further invisibility.’87 This instability, the rescission of any semantically 
fixed encoding, is precisely what Leslie foregrounds in his decision to stage O’Hara’s death as an 
apotheosis and in his use of techniques that mimic the Old Masters. As spectators, we are at 
once drawn to the violence of death itself and to the aesthetic value of the work as art. Our 
position as spectator shifts constantly between two telescoping movements that are enacted in 
the aestheticisation of death: first, the turning away of our gaze from the violence of death, 
within which O’Hara’s body is caught; and second, the violent failure inherent in the attempt of 
representation to counteract the destabilisation of the spectator’s sense of self (which has been 
ruptured by the death of the Other).88 Accordingly, even as Leslie’s narrative sequence of 
                                                     
86 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 50-51. 
87 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Masking and Unmasking of the World (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1985), 3. 
88 Bronfen argues that transforming the real body experience of death into an objectified form mitigates 
the violence posed by the real. ‘Hence,’ she posits,  
 
such a transformation can be seen as a personal or cultural strategy of self-preservation. The 
threat that real death poses to any sense of stability, wholeness, individual uniqueness or 
immortality is antidote through representations that ‘exteriorise’ this real by transferring it onto 
an image/signifier. Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 46. 
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paintings ‘stages the self-protection inherent in the aestheticisation of death, it points to the 
limits of the process.’89 
 
 
Figure 15. Alfred Leslie, The Accident, 1969. 
 
The painting thus self-reflexively presents O’Hara’s death as a process of semantic 
encoding, and points to death more generally as culturally constructed. This is an idea which 
Leslie had earlier foregrounded in another painting of the series, titled The Accident.90 In that 
depiction, three naked figures, with horrified expressions and flailing arms, try to stop the 
oncoming vehicle (which here has been altered to a sedan, the instability of the ‘facts’ gesturing 
again to the constructedness of the scene). O’Hara is the only figure clothed in this painting, an 
artistic choice which arguably emphasises the way in which O’Hara is always remembered as a 
cultured dandy, and also points to the cultural constitution of death. Representations of death 
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90 Alfred Leslie, The Accident, 1969, oil on canvas, Mildred Lane Kemper Museum, Saint Louis. 
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are, of course, necessarily a cultural construct, since they remain completely outside the domain 
of personal experience for any writer or artist. Bronfen is again instructive here: 
 
Placed beyond the register of images that the living body can know, ‘Death’ can 
only be read as a trope, as a signifier with an incessantly receding, ungraspable 
signified, invariably always pointing back self-reflexively to other signifiers. Death 
remains outside clear categories…. It is the one privileged moment of the 
absolute real, of true, non-semiotic materiality as de-materialising or de-
materialised body; it is a failure of the tropic. Non-negotiable and non-alterable, 
death is the limit of language, disrupting our sign system and image repertoire. 
Signifying nothing, it silently points to the indetermination of meaning so that 
one can speak of death only by speaking other. As the point where all language 
fails it is also the source of all allegorical speaking.91 
 
Leslie’s series of paintings ingeniously speaks to the slipperiness in the representation of death, by 
representing death; in so doing, it also comments on the process of mythologisation surrounding 
O’Hara’s death. Indeed, in the artist’s own observations on the art pieces, his very language loses 
its referential capacity: 
 
The Killing Cycle is not primarily about any one thing. Not only about death or 
Frank O’Hara or about the loss of American innocence or about the defiling of 
the seashore or about the brutality of the automobile or a lecture to the avant-
garde or the demise of a hero or the depiction of a single instant in time or 
multiple figure painting or the loss of my work by fire… or… or… What this 
work is about I can’t say, except that formally it is meant to be multi-levelled with 
its implied meanings focused enough that they are all fighting for ascendency. 
And that these jostling meanings seek out the viewers’ perceptions to combine 
and recombine with each person so that no one interpretation succeeds.92 
 
When he claims that ‘what this work is about I can’t say,’ Leslie’s words create the same aporia 
that death itself, and the representation of death, is. In pointing out the polysemy of possible 
readings (‘jostling meanings’ where ‘no one interpretation succeeds’), Leslie self-referentially 
marks out the impossibility of representing the real of the dying or dead body, in the sense of 
representation as always being inviolate, unified and simultaneously predicated on a slippage and 
                                                     
91 Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, 54. 
92 Alfred Leslie, ‘I Have the Other Idea About Guilt,’ in Alfred Leslie: The Killing Cycle, by Judith Stein, 
Alfred Leslie and David Shapiro (St Louis: Saint Louis Art Museum, 1991), 9. 
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multiplicity of meanings. As such, The Killing Cycle performs the very precariousness of 
representing O’Hara’s death (or any death).  
 
4.3 ‘I Drink to Die a Little’: The Myth of the Self-Destructive Poet 
 
This vulnerability of death to appropriation can be seen in the other variant of myth that 
is prevalent in O’Hara’s iconicity, which I will turn to now. After O’Hara’s fatal accident, his 
death quickly became fertile ground for the construction of mythic lore. Uncannily, the 
circumstances of O’Hara’s death seem to fit almost seamlessly into his poetic praxis; as Watkin 
points out, ‘it does not seem outrageous to say that Frank O’Hara’s death on 25 July 1966 was a 
statement totally in keeping with his aesthetic process.’93 Fire Island, a seaside getaway from the 
city centre for New York intellectuals of the time, becomes the mythical pastoral scene for the 
death of the poet. It is given even more resonance when this fact is read alongside O’Hara’s 
poem, ‘A True Account of Talking to the Sun at Fire Island.’ The poem, which is written after 
Mayakovsky’s ‘An Extraordinary Adventure Which Happened to Me, Vladimir Mayakovsky, 
One Summer in the Country,’ is so strangely aligned with the facts of O’Hara’s death, that when 
Kenneth Koch came across it for the first time after O’Hara’s death, he was thunderstruck. ‘I 
almost fell off my chair,’ recalls Koch. ‘It was Frank talking about his own death.’94 The poem’s 
final stanza seemed to Koch to be a chilling prediction of O’Hara’s death: 
  
‘Sun, don’t go!’ I was awake 
 at last. ‘No, go I must,’ they’re calling 
 me.’ 
 ‘Who are they?’ 
    Rising he said, ‘Some 
 day you’ll know. They’re calling to you 
                                                     
93 Watkin, In the Process of Poetry, 127. 
94 Gooch, City Poet, 470. 
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 too.’ Darkly he rose, and then I slept.95 
 
The finality of the poem ending on the word ‘slept,’ as unknown forces beckon the poet, endows 
the poem with the perceived significance it requires for it to be read as an eerily prescient elegy 
written by the poet – for himself. In conjunction with the neatly coincidental circumstances of 
the poem’s composition, ‘A True Account’ soon became synonymous with the myth of O’Hara’s 
prophetic foresight, and also fed into the growing shadow of suicide that accompanied O’Hara’s 
death.96 
 
 It was not simply the slew of coincidences between the literary death hinted at in the 
poem and O’Hara’s actual physical death, however, that nursed the sense of mystery surrounding 
the incident. Everything else seemed to tally up with O’Hara’s persona: the late night/early 
morning trip back home after a night of hedonistic drinking, the growing cultural significance of 
the automobile accident and the specificity of Fire Island’s history within the queer community. 
Chase Dimock notes that what is today a famous summer holiday destination for gay men, was 
during O’Hara’s time also a queerly coded space, steeped in its own mythical allure. The island 
was especially popular with gay writers and artists. For example, a legend, mentioned in 
anthropologist Esther Newton’s Cherry Grove, Fire Island: Sixty Years in America’s First Gay and 
Lesbian Town, suggests that W.H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood once attended a party at 
Fire Island’s famed Duffy’s Hotel, dressed as Dionysius and Ganymede.97 The line between fact 
                                                     
95 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 306. Dated Fire Island, 10 July 1958, in MS 494. First published in Paris Review 
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and fiction is again muddied, and whether or not this is true, Dimock notes that an anecdote like 
this nevertheless  
 
establishes the space Fire Island occupied not just in gay culture, but also gay 
literary history, as a space that nurtured and inspired queer expression. Since even 
before O’Hara’s stay, Fire Island has had a place in the gay imaginary as a queer 
oasis – an escape from the bigotry and obligatory discretion of urban life.98 
 
O’Hara thus taps into multiple literary and cultural heritages when he stages his quasi-
mythical conversation with the sun, who has previously also communed with the literary great, 
Mayakovsky (‘When I woke up Mayakovsky he was / a lot more prompt’ the Sun said / 
petulantly). The transposition of the pastoral elegy from rural Russia to a queer setting in 
America, however, signals the restaging of a critical cultural tradition. Not only does it relocate 
the European avant-garde to New York, perhaps gesturing toward the sense that O’Hara had of 
the growing significance of American culture in forging new cultural ground; but it also queers 
Mayakovsky’s spiritual experience with the sun, positioning it in a weekend getaway popular with 
countercultural individuals (who were plausibly trying to escape the pressures of the metropolis 
and the oppression of its homophobic culture). The traditional pastoral, originally an idealised 
account of shepherds and their beloveds living simple and virtuous lives here becomes a queer 
bucolic. Dimock suggests, ‘It makes sense that O’Hara would have this spiritual experience at a 
gay Mecca, and by channelling Mayakovsky’s poetic conceit, O’Hara queers Mayakovsky’s 
original poem, rewriting it in his own space of divine sensual and sexual revelation.’99 There is, in 
any case, an imagined passing on of the poetic mantle from one explosive avant-garde poet to 
another – ‘you are / only the second poet I’ve ever chosen to speak to personally… Frankly I 
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wanted to tell you / I like your poetry.’100 However, with this inheritance apparently comes the 
beckoning of death itself, for Mayakovsky himself died by suicide on 14 April 1930.  
 
The convergence of all these factors, read alongside the explicit references to suicide 
scattered throughout O’Hara’s oeuvre, has given rise to the thickening of the mythos 
surrounding the poet. According to Ellen Zetzel Lambert, the pastoral and the elegiac are linked, 
with death being an integral feature of the elegy: ‘Death is not only an event in the pastoral 
world; it is also something that happens, or may happen at any time, to that world.’101 Given the 
precariousness of a gay enclave like Fire Island in a cultural climate thick with homophobia, the 
sense of death haunting this place within O’Hara’s poetic world is arguably emphasised. Lambert 
defines the pastoral elegy usefully, linking it to questions of subjectivity and repositioning it as a 
setting (rather than a poetic category) within which the issues of death, agency and subjectivity can 
be explored. In this manner, O’Hara’s poem conforms to her definition of the pastoral elegy:  
 
The pastoral elegy, I would suggest, proposes no one solution to the questions 
raised by death but rather a setting in which those questions may be posed, or 
better, ‘placed.’ It offers us a landscape… This landscape itself varies from one 
poet and one subject to the next. But, and this is the important point, it remains a 
concrete, palpable world, a world in which the elegist can place diffuse, intangible 
feelings of grief and thereby win his release from suffering.’102 
 
Fire Island can thus be read as a homoerotic space or setting within which the issue of death is 
negotiated. However, given its symbolic liberty for O’Hara amidst the sexually repressive cultural 
atmosphere of the fifties, could Fire Island have also represented the perfect place for the poet 
to pursue the ultimate ecstatic experience of freedom and a ‘release from suffering’? Many critics, 
and even some of O’Hara’s closest friends, certainly bought into that myth. Elaine de Kooning, 
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for example, cast doubt on the accident, suggesting that darker, more ominous desires might 
have been behind O’Hara’s death: 
 
And Frank O’Hara, getting killed on Fire Island, standing next to a beach buggy 
at three in the morning with thirty people standing around, and a car was coming 
with headlights on. Everyone saw it. How can you be hit by a car with headlights 
which everyone saw?103 
 
James M. Saslow, writing for the San Francisco Advocate in a piece entitled ‘The New York 
School,’ quotes de Kooning and uses it to tar O’Hara with the same brush as other suicidal 
artists and poets:  
 
Many of the lives [of the New York School artists] tell us much more about their 
real purpose as did their paintings and poems. By their own admission, many 
remained frustrated in their work, and turned to other parts of their lives for 
fulfilment. Booze, fast cars and a feverish creativity took their toll. Many, like 
Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Frank O’Hara died violently or committed 
suicide.104 
 
However, Perloff critiques Saslow’s account as dubious, pointing out that it ventures into 
‘dangerous’ territory by insinuating that suicidal tendencies were at work in O’Hara that fateful 
night. Saslow’s portrayal of O’Hara – as ‘the unsung gay poet’ who was ‘frail, thin, with a 
capacity for alcohol described as “truly monumental”’ – builds upon the template of a very 
specific typology, which Perloff points out is of ‘the poet who lives too hard and fast, burning 
the candle at both ends, [who] finds his fulfilment only in death.’105 Saslow himself says as much, 
carelessly attributing the excessive drinking of O’Hara and his colleagues to a ‘false machismo’ 
that edges as close to death as possible: 
 
The artists chose the most violent and extreme aspects of life, as if to dramatise 
their credo that all feeling, all experience is precious – regardless of its place in 
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traditional good and evil. And ultimately, they deliberately courted death – at 
once the most taboo and most sublime experience.106 
 
 
Figure 16. Frank O’Hara smoking and reading, uncredited  
photograph.  
 
This particular myth depends on a death drive, a push towards the end as the ultimate 
splendid act of artistry, and has been perpetuated, as aforementioned, by writers such as Álvarez. 
In The Savage God, Álvarez investigates the seduction of suicide for the artist-writer, arguing that 
for certain writers the forces of their creativity are ultimately entangled with the forces of self-
destruction. Álvarez begins with two epigraphs which sum up the thesis of his book. The first is 
by Sylvia Plath:  
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Dying 
  Is an art, like everything else. 
  I do it exceptionally well. 
 
  I do it so it feels like hell. 
  I do it so it feels real. 
  I guess you could say I’ve a call. 
 
The second epigraph is by Michael Bakunin: ‘The passion for destruction is also a creative 
passion.’ In between moving accounts of Plath’s suicide and his own attempt to take his own 
life, Álvarez explicates his Extremist theory, which collapses artistry and the relentless urge for 
death into a nihilistic drive that plagues the best artists. He explores the different socio-cultural 
and historical factors which might condition an artist to choose between living and dying; in 
Dadaism, he points out, this is taken to its most violent extreme. Ultimately, Álvarez argues, as 
Camus does, that ‘suicide is prepared within the silence of the heart, as is a great work of art.’107 
In a crucial passage, Álvarez links suicide explicitly with the creation of a new language: ‘I am 
suggesting, in short,’ he writes,  
 
that the best modern artists have in fact done what that Hiroshima survivor 
thought impossible: out of their private tribulations they have invented a public 
‘language which can comfort guinea pigs who do not know the cause of their 
death.’ That, I think, is the ultimate justification of the highbrow arts in an era in 
which they seem less and less convinced of their claims to attention and even 
existence. They survive morally by becoming, in one way or another, an imitation 
of death in which their audience can share. To achieve this the artist, in his role 
of scapegoat, finds himself testing out his own death and vulnerability for and on 
himself.108 
 
To this end, a literary or artistic nature and suicide (or at least a premature death) are taken to be 
two sides of the same coin. Additionally, the practitioner of the ‘highbrow arts’ is portrayed as 
always already ‘in his role as scapegoat,’ somehow placed on a different moral scale, in which he 
must ‘undo’ the evils of modernity through death in order to ‘survive morally.’ 
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However, Álvarez’s contention is precarious and based on a rather tendentious (if 
ultimately seductive) approach. He asserts, for example, that the horrors of twentieth-century 
history have marked a seismic shift in the ‘casualty rate’ of ‘good’ artists:  
 
But a simple point emerges: before the twentieth century it is possible to discuss 
cases individually, since the artists who killed themselves or were even seriously 
suicidal were rare exceptions. In the twentieth century the balance suddenly 
shifts: the better the artist the more vulnerable he seems to be. Obviously, this is 
in no way a firm rule… Even so, the casualty rate among the gifted seems all out 
of proportion, as though the nature of the artistic undertaking itself and the 
demands it makes had altered radically.109  
 
 
Álvarez’s whole argument turns, it would seem, on the fulcrum that the unprecedented evils of 
modernity necessitate a unique artistic response, that of suicide. Yet, as Clive James has counter-
argued, this argumentative thrust is itself based on two assumptions which are each questionable, 
as is their tenuous connection. First, the assumption that modern evils are special or unique is 
particularly vulnerable to attack, since the only thing that has arguably changed about evil is its 
scale and the way we react to it, not the way it manifests itself. The second assumption, while 
arguably stronger than the first, still falters because it does not question the beneficial effect, if 
any, on the reader of the artist’s suicide as a kind of protest against evil. Above all, Álvarez’s 
aesthetic depends on what James describes as ‘thinking of the work and the mind as a closed 
circuit.’ However, the underlying premise that the artist or poet absorbs History into the self, is 
difficult to prove without assuming that the work on the page is a product of extreme 
sincerity.110 James criticises this argumentative loophole, rightly, I think, when he writes that 
‘Álvarez was up to his neck in a revised version of the intentional fallacy, continually referring 
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the work back to the mind supposedly behind it and referring the mind supposedly behind it to 
the supposed state of the world.’111  
 
When read against a poet like O’Hara, who reveals the self with one gesture and 
dissimulates in the very next, Álvarez’s argument flounders. For one of the crucial ways in which 
O’Hara manoeuvres himself out of the rigidity of the avant-garde frame and the narrative of the 
milieu, is through a poetics of artifice. What is often read as an avant-garde closing of the gap 
between art and life, is in many cases the working out of poetic artifice. This manoeuvre is 
carefully calibrated – it is a balancing act between the public and the private, between disclosure 
and concealment, between presence and absence. O’Hara’s is a poetry that explicitly resists, in 
the first place, a reading that depends solely on the relationship between the author and his work; 
and second, the kind of New Critical reading that has become prevalent in institutions since the 
1920s and 30s. It is also a poetry that is written during what John R. Leo and Marek Paryz 
describe as ‘a deeply layered cultural period, in which contemporary poets (e.g. O’Hara, the 
Beats) question “identity” or self “authenticity” through multiple counterfeit voices, (im)postures 
and masquerades.’112 To gain purchase on the fraught nature of death in O’Hara’s work, we have 
to understand how he both participates in, and reconstructs, the avant-garde project of his 
milieu, while navigating the politics of Cold War New York.  
 
4.4 ‘O Boris Pasternak!’: O’Hara’s Alignment with Boris Pasternak 
 
I turn now to the ways in which O’Hara’s troping of death performs what Richard 
Terdiman terms ‘counter-discourses’ – it relativises the authority and stability of poetic genres, 
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even as it self-reflexively foregrounds the situated act of articulation that constitutes the lyric 
utterance.113 In a 1959 essay on Pasternak, ‘About Zhivago and His Poems,’ O’Hara negotiates 
the thorny position of the poet at the intersection between the avant-garde and the Romantic 
expectation for the poet to self-destruct.114 O’Hara’s essay, published in the Evergreen Review, must 
be contextualised in relation to Pasternak’s reception in the United States, as well as the 
sweeping success of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago among American audiences. In the same issue of 
the Evergreen Review that O’Hara’s essay was published in, there is a full-page advertisement for 
Doctor Zhivago, which features a black-and-white picture of Pasternak in a suit, accompanied by 
the main text: ‘Hailed internationally as a great work of art and as the literary event of 1958, this 
is the celebrated novel whose publication was forbidden in Russia.’ Nicola Chiaromonte’s 
review,  quoted in the advertisement, also alludes to the dissident status of the novel: ‘In Doctor 
Zhivago, a book crowded with scenes and with people of unforgettable impact, the Soviet Union’s 
greatest poet dares to tell the truth about life in that country over the past 50 years.’115 
Immediately, there are several subtexts created – of freedom, rebellion, autonomy and culture – 
which are heavily dependent on the narrative that the West has created about the Soviet Union.  
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Figure 17. Full-page advertisement for Doctor Zhivago, Evergreen Review 2, no. 7  
(Winter 1959). 
 
During the 1950s the United States was deep into the Cold War, and the Soviet Union 
represented everything that was inimical to what the United States prided itself on standing for. 
When Pasternak handed the manuscript over to Italian publisher Giangiacomo Feltrinelli to be 
smuggled out of the Soviet Union, there was such a demand for the manuscript that Feltrinelli 
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was able to license translation rights into eighteen different languages ahead of the novel’s 
publication. Shaw posits that Doctor Zhivago carried ‘the appeal of being wrested violently from a 
Soviet Union that wanted to control its own self-representation.’116 The implication, then, is that 
Pasternak is an individual, pitted against the ideological apparatus that is the Soviet Union. By 
aligning Pasternak with a bid for freedom, to artistic innovation (in what was assumed by the 
West to be a barren cultural landscape), and to courage, the advertisement recreates the Russian 
author in the image of America. As Shaw notes, ‘the dramatic profile of Pasternak’s head now 
becomes a symbol of his tragic recalcitrance.’117 For the West, Pasternak thus becomes a heroic 
Romantic figure who has escaped an oppressive state and the dictatorial requirements governing 
Soviet literature, in search of autonomy and freedom. 
 
Under Western Cold War rhetoric, Pasternak is portrayed as being at the forefront of 
innovation and political radicalism for writing his novel about life under Soviet rule. In the 
Evergreen Review advertisement, for example, when Chiaromonte calls Pasternak ‘the Soviet 
Union’s greatest poet,’ she implies that he is the only one who ‘dares to tell the truth’ in the face 
of painful oppression. Another critic, Ernest J. Simmon, is quoted in the advertisement as 
crediting Pasternak with ‘reviv[ing] the noble tradition of the Russian past that literature is the 
conscience of the nation.’118 However, what this narrative elides is the fact that Soviet writers 
from much earlier on, such as Mayakovsky, Shklovsky and Esenin, were already writing works 
that were at once innovative in form and radical in politics. ‘As the ads and blurbs suggest,’ Shaw 
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points out, ‘Cold War politics turn the proper name Pasternak into a tragic plea for freedom 
from within the Soviet Union.’119 Such a historical displacement, while furthering American 
nationalistic ends, speaks of the appropriation of an individual’s work and biography for the 
utility of other narratives into which he is swept up.  
 
In her study of bio-icons, Ghosh alludes to precisely this re-territorialising of the bio-
icon’s life narrative and image for political ends:  
 
As in the case of stars, the embodied veneration of icons certainly makes them 
ripe for manipulation… in such cases, the magical agency of icons enters the 
calculus of capacity. Capacity captures aspiration as a potentiality that is easily 
harnessed to fossilise social power but also to effect social transformation.120 
 
 
As ‘socially efficacious technologies,’ bio-icons carry a potent auratic charge which can appeal to 
transnational audiences and be utilised to different ends than their lives or actions might 
consciously intend. In the context of the Indian bio-icons that she examines, Ghosh argues that 
the potentiality of the bio-icon, volatilised by its corporeal dynamism, allows it to be used as an 
idiom that would ‘provide a recognisable vocabulary sanctioned by the historic freedom struggle 
that forecloses possibilities of violent response to these actions from the state.’121 Similarly, 
Pasternak’s life story becomes a shorthand for the kind of neoliberal freedom that the United 
States saw itself as offering the World in the 1950s; America thus becomes legitimised in the 
saviour role it sees itself as playing. Ever cognizant of the fraught process of the self becoming 
historical, O’Hara, in his 1958 poem ‘Far from the Porte des Lilas and the Rue Pergolèse,’ writes 
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ruefully of ‘the danger of being Pasternakesque’; and it is also perhaps why the year after, he 
writes in his 1959 poem ‘For Bob Rauschenberg,’ ‘I despise my love for Pasternak.’ 
 
Nevertheless, despite O’Hara’s loathing of the way in which ‘Pasternak’ had come to 
symbolise something so different from his own intentions, his essay ‘About Zhivago and His 
Poems’ traces a profound admiration for the poet himself. He places Pasternak in the same 
lineage of revolutionary authors as Mayakovsky, writing that ‘I cannot agree with Elsa Triolet 
when she recently attacked Pasternak for having betrayed Mayakovsky in writing Doctor 
Zhivago.’122 Rather than seeing Pasternak as breaking faith with Mayakovsky’s radical stance, 
O’Hara reads Pasternak’s novel as an excellent example of the articulation of the individual’s 
incredible grit ‘in the face of almost insuperable sufferings which are personal and emotional, 
never melodramatic and official.’123 Despite the political and cultural valences of Doctor Zhivago, 
therefore, O’Hara argues that it is the poet’s ‘personal and emotional’ circumstances which he 
bears the duty to articulate, not the cultural needs of the avant-garde or of society: ‘Pasternak 
reveals early (1918) his belief that the poet must first be a person, that his writings make him a 
poet, not his acting the role.’124 For O’Hara, then, it is the personal which is revolutionary and 
radical. However, the relationship between the personal and the revolutionary manifests itself 
differently in Mayakovsky’s life and in Pasternak’s life; and while the contours of O’Hara’s 
cultural myth seems to bear the most similarities to Mayakovsky’s, it is rather Pasternak’s version 
of the way the self interfaces with history with which O’Hara aligns himself.  
 
Much like O’Hara’s writing, Mayakovsky’s art is often seen as a performance which is 
contiguous with his life. For many of his contemporaries, his death on 14 April 1930 was 
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perceived as a dramatic fulfilment of the Russian cultural myth of the poet’s tragic fate. For 
Mayakovsky, the Romantic myth of merging art and life converges, quite contradictorily, with 
the idea of modernity and innovation. Svetlana Boym points out: 
 
The ‘revolutionary poet’ can be regarded as one of the avatars of the poet-hero: it 
is a distinctly modern phenomenon which presents an alternative to the image of 
the alienated and effaced poet. The notion of revolution presupposes an acute 
historical conscience and points to many modern myths, such as the myth of 
progress – a radical rupture with tradition – the myth of action, and the myth of a 
man-made justice. Thus the expression revolutionary poet will activate many of 
the already suggested aporias of modernity that underline the relationship 
between literature and history, as well as between writing and life.125  
 
One of the aporias that Boym refers to is the inconsistency between the very notion of 
revolution and progress on the one hand, and a mythical consciousness on the other. She 
discusses how, according to Jurij Striedter, Mayakovsky’s cry for a ‘new myth of the revolution’ 
in his long revolutionary poem 150,000,000 ‘points to a contradiction between the recurrent 
mythical consciousness and the modern idea of newness – the contradiction that is embodied 
even in the etymology of the word “revolution,” which at once signifies a rupture and a 
repetition.’126 Yet, for Mayakovsky, the creation of a ‘new myth’ was fomented by circumstances 
peculiar to the Russian tradition, and by his own poetics of theatricality, which enacts a 
dangerous transgressiveness between corpse and corpus. Boym notes that in the Russian 
Romantic tradition, the ties between social protest and poetry are particularly strong, and they 
contain within them inflections of nationalism and patriotism. Therefore the repudiation of the 
Romantic myth of the poet was much less pronounced than in France, for example. In the 
Russian tradition, Boym writes, 
 
the Romantic biographical legend often includes revolutionary activity. Although 
there were individual cases of a poet’s revolt against social norms before 
Romanticism, the revolutionary poet as a cultural configuration develops as a 
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result of new Romantic self-awareness and the growing awareness of social 
contradictions.127  
 
In conjunction with the historical realities of Russia, Mayakovsky was also personally 
very invested in the construction of his own legend. Pasternak writes of this dangerous theatrical 
drive: ‘In contrast to playing roles, Mayakovsky played with life’; and Boym suggests that  
 
Mayakovsky chose the most difficult pose, the pose of exterior unity, the unity of 
life and art joined together in a spectacular and heroic romantic legend. He 
selected his own life ‘as a plot for the lyrical drama’ and intended to make it a 
work of art.128 
 
In this theatre of life, Pasternak’s assertion that Mayakovsky’s mask ‘smelled of blood’ is 
elucidated by the pervasiveness of the motif of suicide in Mayakovsky’s oeuvre, so much so that 
even the Russian Formalist Roman Jakobson suggests that it is the one trope that crosses the 
boundaries between literature and life, rendering impossible the autonomy of art so valued by 
the Formalists: 
   
This motif [of suicide] loses its literariness. First, from the poetic passage it found 
its way into prose – ‘there is no way out’ turns up as the author’s remarks on the 
margins of the long poem About That. And from prose it moves to the author’s 
life – ‘Mama, sisters, forgive me – this is not a good method, but for me there is 
no other way out.’129 
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If for Jakobson the migration of the trope of suicide demonstrates the porousness of the 
divisions between the personal and the social, and between biography and poetry, he finds in this 
transgressiveness a particular ‘horror and uncanniness’: 
  
Formalism placed the lyrical monologue in quotation marks and masked the 
poet’s ‘I’ under a pseudonym. What an unbound horror and uncanniness result 
when suddenly the elusiveness of the pseudonym is disclosed, and the phantoms 
of art emigrate into life, blurring all the boundaries – just as in Mayakovsky’s 
scenario Bound in Film a girl is captured from a film by a mad artist.130 
 
There is no longer any way in which to determine whether literary suicide predetermines 
Mayakovsky’s actual suicide or whether there is still a demarcation between the non-literary and 
the literary. Indeed, in his essay, ‘On a Generation that Squandered its Poets,’ Jakobson writes 
that ‘the poetry of Mayakovsky from his first verses to his last lines is one and indivisible.’ For 
Jakobson, the common thread running through Mayakovsky’s poetry, and right through his 
biography, is that of the Romantic hero battling byt (the daily grind of bourgeois life). In this 
conception, the suicide of the poet becomes the culminating act of this lifelong struggle.  
 
 Mayakovsky’s life thus enacts what Boym calls a ‘metaphor compulsion,’ building on 
Jakobson’s theory of metonymy and metaphor (which, pertinently, was developed using 
Mayakovsky and Pasternak as examples). The tendency toward metaphor privileges relationships 
of similarity over syntactic contiguity, and in its predilection for the symbolic, ‘represents the 
desire to make everything relevant, related, motivated, and signifying and thus to avoid the 
accidental, contiguous, chaotic, and uncontrollable elements that constitute the metonymic 
pole.’131 It is this compulsion to make each biographical event symbolic which Pasternak draws 
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our attention to in his section on Mayakovsky in his memoir, Safe Conduct, wherein he includes a 
detailed description of the poet’s body in death: 
 
He lay on his side with his face to the wall, sullen, tall, covered by a sheet up to 
his chin, and with his mouth half-open like someone asleep. Proudly turning 
away from everyone, even as he lay there, even in this sleep he stubbornly 
strained to get away and escape. His face reminded one of the time when he once 
described himself as a ‘handsome twenty-two year-old,’ for death had ossified a 
facial attitude that scarcely ever falls into its clutches. It was an expression with 
which people begin their life, not one with which they end it. His face was 
pouting and indignant.132 
 
What is particularly interesting about Pasternak’s re-enactment of the death scene, is that it 
poetically performs the Romantic conceptualisation of the merging between art and life – the very 
same one from which Pasternak goes to great effort distance himself, just prior to this passage. 
In his description of the dead poet as a ‘handsome twenty-two-year-old,’ Pasternak quotes from 
‘A Cloud in Trousers,’ thus endowing the same signification to the death scene as to 
Mayakovsky’s spectacular poetic debut. Time is suspended and the poet is given life-like qualities 
even in death – despite being ‘ossified’ in death, he is proud, ‘pouting and indignant,’ and he 
strains ‘to get away and escape.’ As Peter France writes about this scene, ‘there is a powerful play 
between the immobility of the corpse and the dynamic movement that still fills it.’133  
 
In many ways, the ‘closing of the gap between art and life’ follows very similar contours 
in both Mayakovsky’s and O’Hara’s lives. For both poets, the scenes of their deaths are 
translated into a literary event, from which multiple myths and legacies are proliferated. In both 
poets’ oeuvres, the self-fashioning of the poet is built on a multiplicity of selves (Mayakovsky 
writes in ‘A Cloud in Trousers’: ‘And I feel/ “I”/ is too small for me./ Some other body is 
                                                     
132 Boris Pasternak, ‘Safe Conduct,’ (1931) in Boris Pasternak: The Voice of Prose, ed. and trans. Christopher 
Barnes (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1986). 
133 Peter France, ‘An Etna Among Foothills: The Death of Mayakovsky,’ in Dying Words; The Last Moments 
of Writers and Philosophers, ed. Martin Crowley (Amsterdam: Rodophi, 2000), 17. 
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bursting out’; and O’Hara writes in ‘In Memory of My Feelings’: ‘My quietness has a number of 
naked selves’). Furthermore, for both poets, the rhetorical devices in their texts act as a binding 
agent for the interwoven tissue of their life, art and death. Mayakovsky’s famous yellow blouse, a 
seemingly insignificant article of clothing, becomes a ‘literary fact’ and is given synecdochal 
significance as a transgressive trope which reoccurs persistently throughout his oeuvre. Similarly, 
as I have argued in Chapter Two, O’Hara’s use of the telephone in his oeuvre as a trope, as well 
as in real life, becomes the synecdoche by which both he and his work are signified. 
 
However, I would suggest that O’Hara aligns himself more with Pasternak, who eschews 
Mayakovsky’s particular conception of life as a metaphorical knot, wherein the poet’s life is 
motivated by a desire to create a biography that reflects the themes of his poetry. Pasternak 
performs the merging of life and art in his literary transcription of Mayakovsky’s death scene, but 
immediately refutes it. In a crucial passage of his memoir (which O’Hara also quotes), he writes: 
 
But a whole conception of life lay concealed under the Romantic manner which I 
was to deny myself from henceforth. This was the conception of life as the life of 
the poet. It had come down to us from the Romantics, principally the Germans.  
 
This conception had influenced Blok but only during a short period. It was 
incapable of satisfying him in the form in which it came naturally to him. He 
could either heighten it or abandon it altogether. He abandoned the conception. 
Mayakovsky and Esenin heightened it. 
 
In the poet who imagines himself the measure of life and pays for thus with his 
life, the Romantic conception manifests itself brilliantly and irrefutably in his 
symbolism, that is in everything which touches upon Orphism and Christianity 
imaginatively. In this sense something inscrutable was incarnate both in the life 
of Mayakovsky and in the fate of Esenin, which defies all epithets, demanding 
self-destruction and passing into myth.  
 
But outside the legend, the Romantic scheme is false.134 
 
                                                     
134 Boris Pasternak, ‘Safe Conduct,’ quoted in O’Hara, Collected Poems, 503. 
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According to O’Hara, this attitude towards the relationship between life and art had already 
manifested itself very clearly in ‘Letters to Tula,’ and would later be expressed in Doctor Zhivago 
and in Pasternak’s other poems. In analysing these passages, O’Hara is particularly sensitive to 
the discrepancy between the cultural role of the poet (the Romantic ‘pose’) and being a poet. 
Zhivago, who has abandoned both actual suicide and what O’Hara terms ‘the virtual suicide of 
his retreat in the snowy mountains,’ has, through his return to Moscow to face life, has become, 
in both O’Hara’s and Pasternak’s esteem, an actual poet. O’Hara concludes, then, ‘The inverted 
commas have been purged from the word poet.’135 
 
 O’Hara’s attitude towards societal pressure to fulfil the cultural role of the poet can be 
discerned even more clearly in his comments on Mayakovsky: 
 
Mayakovsky made a fatal error and became a tragic hero. Like Strelnikov in the 
novel, he succumbed to a belief in the self-created rhetoric of his own dynamic 
function in society. That society needed him and benefitted from this rhetoric is 
obvious. But both he and the character in Doctor Zhivago ended in suicide when 
their usefulness in this function came to an end… and their response to social 
demand seems shortsighted to Pasternak…136 
 
O’Hara, whose creation of theatrical subjectivity is somewhat derived from Mayakovsky’s 
theatrical I-in-crisis, nevertheless rejects the latter’s dramatic construction of the poet’s role as 
self-destructive poet-hero.137 For O’Hara, Pasternak’s character Zhivago is ‘one of the most 
                                                     
135 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 505. 
136 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 504. 
137 This theatrical subjectivity is evident in O’Hara’s poem ‘Mayakovsky,’ which begins dramatically:  
 
My heart’s aflutter! 
  I am standing in the bathtub 
crying. Mother, mother, 
who am I?  
 
O’Hara, Collected Poems, 201. Part 1 is dated New York, June 1954, in MS x497; Part 2 is dated 12 July 
1954, in MS x498; Part 3 is dated New York, July 1954, in MS x572; and Part 4 is dated Southampton, 
February 1954, in MS 77. First published in Meditations in an Emergency (New York: Grove Press, 1957). 
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original heroes in Western Literature,’ precisely because he ‘triumphs over the terrible 
vicissitudes of love and circumstances’ and chooses to live.138 In Doctor Zhivago’s creator, 
Pasternak, O’Hara recognises clearly that the poet must derive his inspiration not from a 
seductive myth that calls for his self-destruction; rather, ‘the poet and life herself walk hand in 
hand.’139 
 
This wrestle with one’s everyday circumstances is crucial not only for consolidating 
O’Hara’s ideas about the mythical death-drive of the poet, but also for understanding O’Hara’s 
attitude to the avant-garde, and to social change which can be invoked by the quiet revolution of 
one individual. O’Hara writes: 
 
one of the great beauties of Pasternak’s technique is that of portraying events 
through the consciousness of principal and minor characters…. often we hear of 
an event from a character after it has changed him, so that we apprehend both 
the event and its consequences simultaneously.’140  
 
 
Admiring the ‘perfect scale’ of such intimate writing, O’Hara emphasises that  
 
                                                     
The stanza quoted above can be seen as an echo of what Pasternak calls ‘the famous phone call from the 
Cloud,’: 
  
Hello! 
 Who is it? 
 Momma? 
 Momma! 
 Your son is famously sick! 
 Momma! 
 His heart is on fire. 
 
Vladimir Mayakovsky, ‘A Cloud in Trousers,’ trans. Bob Perelman and Kathy Lewis, in Russian Poetry: The 
Modern Period, ed. John Glad and Daniel Weissbort (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1978), 13. 
138 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 504, 506. O’Hara aligns Zhivago with Pasternak himself, for he asserts that ‘it 
is the writer of “Letters to Tula” that bears the most resemblance to Zhivago himself.’ O’Hara, Collected 
Poems, 502. 
139 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 502. 
140 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 506. 
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the human individual is the subject of historical events, not vice versa; he is the 
repository of life’s force. And while he may suffer, may be rendered helpless, may 
be killed, if he has the perceptiveness to realise this he knows that events require 
his participation to occur.141 
 
When O’Hara terms Pasternak’s work ‘revolutionary and prophetic,’ therefore, I would argue 
that he suggests that the avant-garde quality of Pasternak’s work resides in his incitement of 
change ‘on human terms.’142 In responding to the specific pressures of life – for an individual, in 
a particular moment – Pasternak has, for O’Hara, both articulated and participated in a cultural 
moment that extends beyond its own time and space. In this manner, he creates what Sell 
suggests is ‘an avant-garde event [that] exists not just in its moment, but occasionally as an 
ongoing crisis in thought, language and institutions.’143 O’Hara’s analysis of Pasternak’s 
revolutionary poetic qualities recall his interview with Lucie-Smith, where he opens up the 
possibility of avant-garde vitality in the face of avant-garde ‘death’: for O’Hara, all it takes for 
social or cultural change is that one individual become bored with someone else’s ideas.144 This 
technique of using the personal to illuminate the larger historical picture is discernible all 
throughout O’Hara’s poetry, as is evident in ‘Memorial Day 1950,’ which stages a particularly 
sophisticated interplay between the personal and the historical. 
 
4.5 ‘Memorial Day 1950’: The Interplay Between the Personal and the Historical 
 
From the outset, the title ‘Memorial Day 1950’ articulates the poem’s specific place in 
history, presenting itself as a poetic utterance arresting a particular moment in time (in this sense 
                                                     
141 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 506-7. 
142 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 501. 
143 Sell, Avant-Garde Performances and the Limits of Criticism, 35. 
144 O’Hara also points out that for Zhivago, the interpretation of Christ’s significance was the recognition 
of social change that begins on an individual level: ‘…you have a girl – an everyday figure who would have 
gone unnoticed in the ancient world – quietly, secretly bringing forth a child…’ O’Hara, Collected Poems, 
508. 
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evoking an eternal present), but also as a recollection of a specific time (in this sense always 
already in the historical past for the contemporary reader) and a parodic elegy for avant-garde 
figures such as Pablo Picasso, Boris Pasternak, Max Ernst, Gertrude Stein and Guillaume 
Apollinaire. The very mode of occasional poetry is an avant-garde technique advocated by Paul 
Goodman, whose 1951 essay in Kenyon Review, ‘Advance Guard Writing, 1900-1950,’ particularly 
impressed O’Hara.145 Goodman delineates three ways in which contemporary literature could 
overcome alienation, among which ‘occasional poetry’ was his preferred method: 
 
As soon as the intimate community does exist… and the artist writes for it about 
its members, the advance-guard at once becomes a genre of the highest 
integrated art, namely Occasional Poetry – the poetry celebrating weddings, 
festivals, and so forth. ‘Occasional Poetry,’ said Goethe, ‘is the highest kind’ – for 
it gives the most real and detailed subject-matter, it is closest in its effect on the 
audience.146 
 
Goodman argues for the ‘physical reestablishment of community’ among a group of writers who 
are ‘estranged from themselves, from one another, and from their artist.’ This occurs through 
the writer ‘putting his arms around’ his audience and ‘drawing them together’ by writing 
occasional poetry ‘for them about them personally.’147 His claim is that intimate reference creates 
literary community by engaging the collective self-consciousness of individuals: 
 
anyone will pay concentrated attention to a work in which he in his own name is 
a principal character. But such personal writing about the audience itself can 
                                                     
145 Gooch writes of O’Hara’s interest in Goodman’s theories, as evidenced by his enthusiastic letter to 
Freilicher in 1951:  
 
The only pleasant thing that’s happened to me since you left gal is that I read Paul Goodman’s 
current manifesto in Kenyon Review and if you haven’t devoured its delicious message, rush to your 
nearest newsstand…. It’s really lucid about what’s bothering us both besides sex, and it is so 
heartening to know that someone understands these things…. [H]e is really the only one we have 
to look to now that Gide is dead, and just knowing that he is in the same city may give me the 
power to [hurl] myself into poetry. Gooch, City Poet, 187. 
 
146 Paul Goodman, ‘Advance-Guard Writing, 1900-1950,’ Kenyon Review 13, no. 3 (Summer 1951): 357.  
147 Goodman, ‘Advance-Guard Writing,’ 375. 
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occur only in a small community of acquaintances, where everybody knows 
everybody and understands what is at stake.’148 
 
 
Yet, if Goodman helped focus O’Hara’s writing technique, sharpening his creation of what 
Ginsberg later calls the ‘intimate cocktail environment’ of O’Hara’s poetry, O’Hara nevertheless 
revises Goodman’s avant-garde technique even in the process of using it.149 This is representative 
of O’Hara’s attitude towards the avant-garde; he enacts a complex ‘counter-appropriation’ of 
avant-garde techniques, constructing a pastiche of different techniques in order to mark his 
distance from the collective avant-garde and to comment on its fading critical edge, while 
enunciating his place within the avant-garde. O’Hara follows Goodman’s exhortation to write 
occasional poetry for a small audience, but his poetic construction of community is far more 
nuanced than Goodman’s simplistic realism allows for. It is not merely to ensure interest in his 
poetry, or to present ‘the most real and detailed subject-matter’ that Goodman commends.150 
Instead, he uses names as shifting, historically inflected markers to evoke a sense that history is 
never really a given, but must be constructed; and he positions himself as the poet that is both 
produced by and productive of history.  
 
In the poem, this reconstruction of history manifests itself through O’Hara’s reference to 
Picasso, whose ground-breaking painting techniques were crucial to America’s artistic 
renaissance. Picasso is pictured as a lumberjack, who demolished old structures ‘once he got his 
axe going.’ But the proper name of Picasso does not merely stand for the representation of the 
real man. Rather, in O’Hara’s poem ‘Picasso’ becomes a signifier for the avant-garde and the way 
in which it has been subject to cultural appropriation. In a nod toward the painter’s cultural 
significance, Picasso’s artistic technique of fracturing his created world view is dramatized by the 
                                                     
148 Goodman, ‘Advance-Guard Writing,’ 375. 
149 Peter Schjedhal, ‘Frank O’Hara: “He made people and things sacred”,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, 
Homage to Frank O’Hara, 143.  
150 Goodman, ‘Advance-Guard Writing,’ 376. 
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poem’s disjointed syntax and opaque semantics. However, this very method also parodies 
Picasso’s modus operandi, using his logic of radical fragmentation in a manner that seems to 
deliberately hinder any attempt at meaning-making in the poem. Art, as the poem announces, ‘is 
no dictionary.’151 In other words, it does not revolve around concrete, defined meaning. The very 
first line, for example, thrusts the reader into what John Lowney has referred to as semantic 
instability: ‘Picasso made me tough and quick, and the world.’152 The comma followed by ‘and 
the world’ makes it difficult to ascertain whether O’Hara means ‘Picasso made the world’ (thus 
acknowledging the vast sweep of the painter’s influence in the artistic world), or ‘Picasso made 
both me and the world tough and quick’ (indicating O’Hara’s status as a creation of the artist’s 
painterly effects).  
 
Thus, while the poem models itself on avant-garde techniques across different artistic 
disciplines, it also interrogates the effectiveness of the historical avant-garde. ‘Memorial Day 
1950’ evinces a distinct sense of weariness in the wake of the historical avant-garde and its ‘war’ 
against tradition, as implied by its references to the forerunners of various avant-garde 
movements, such as Picasso, Max Ernst and Gertrude Stein. A sense of shell-shocked 
exhaustion permeates the poem (‘the war was over’), accompanied by a post-skirmish/post-
trauma uncertainty about what exactly should have been be fought for or against: 
      
Through all that surgery I thought 
  I had a lot to say, and named several last things  
Gertrude Stein hadn’t time for; but then 
the war was over, those things had survived153 
 
                                                     
151 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 17. Mentioned in the letter from George Montgomery to Frank O’Hara, 3 June 
1959. First published in Paris Review 49 (Summer 1970). 
152 Lowney, ‘The Post-Anti-Aesthetics of Frank O’Hara,’ 249. 
153 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 17. 
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O’Hara gives no indication as to whether the survival of ‘those things’ is viewed favourably; and 
in its equation of demolition (‘in a minute plane trees are knocked down’) with creation (‘outside 
my window by a crew of creators’), the poem seems to rupture any preconceived system of 
values. Indeed, the last line of the first stanza emphasises that what ‘everyone / was upset 
enough to fight for’ was a ‘heap / of rubbish.’  
 
 The simultaneous articulation and interrogation of the historical avant-garde is 
epitomised in the use of Picasso’s name as both a model for O’Hara’s techniques and an index 
of cultural appropriation. Lowney puts it this way: 
  
it is impossible to read ‘Picasso,’ perhaps the signifier for the international avant-
garde, without acknowledging the diverse appropriations of his aesthetics and his 
name. As the poem’s parody of Stein’s syntax and diction suggests, the effect of 
Picasso’s multiple technical revolutions on the poet’s own development cannot 
be severed from the objectification of Picasso as a cultural icon.154 
 
O’Hara gestures deftly to these ‘diverse appropriations of his aesthetics and his name’ through 
his chosen image of Picasso as a lumberjack, for this metaphor famously appears in e. e. 
cummings’ poem ‘Picasso,’ written earlier in 1924: 
  
Picasso 
 you give us things 
which 
 bulge:grunting lungs pumped full of sharp thick mind 
 
 you make us shrill 
 presents always 
 shut in the sumptuous screech of 
 simplicity 
 
 (out of the  
 black unbunged 
 Something gushes vaguely a squeak of planes 
 or 
 
between squeals of 
                                                     
154 Lowney, ‘The Post-Anti-Aesthetics of Frank O’Hara,’ 249. 
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Nothing grabbed with circular shrieking tightness 
solid screams whispers.) 
Lumberman of the Distinct 
 
your brain’s 
axe only chops hugest inherent 
Trees of Ego,from 
whose living and biggest 
 
bodies lopped 
of every  
prettiness 
 
you hew form truly155 
 
The mining of words and images from cummings’ poem is evident: echoing the older poet, 
O’Hara uses ‘plane trees,’ ‘airplanes’ and ‘axe’; and where Cummings writes ‘you make us shrill,’ 
O’Hara asserts that ‘Picasso made me tough and quick,’ with both poets acknowledging the 
artist’s cultural authority to effect change. The recycling and rejuvenation of a literary 
predecessor’s material cogently conveys the recognition that history is never simply raw material; 
rather, it is only accessible through yet another constructed version of it. Interestingly, closer 
examination of ‘Picasso’ reveals that the use of historical form in innovative ways is also agilely – 
albeit obliquely – employed in cummings’ poem. For example, as Richard D. Cureton notes in 
his detailed analysis of the prosody of ‘Picasso,’ despite its unconventional visual form, the poem 
is in fact closer to a traditional sonnet than free verse. Its prosodic structure contains fourteen 
metrical lines, organised into two quatrains and a sestet, and its rhetorical logic develops in a 
conventional manner.156 What disguises this use of conventional form, however, is the poem’s 
unusual visual presentation (in which metrical lines are visually truncated and separated) and its 
use of unpredictable line lengths and heavy syncopation. The multidimensionality created by this 
dissonance between the poem’s traditional aural form and its creative visual texture underscores 
                                                     
155 e. e. cummings, Complete Poems 1904-1962, ed. G. Firmage (New York: Liveright, 1994), 95. 
156 Richard D. Cureton, ‘Tradition and Innovation in e. e. cummings’ “Picasso”,’ paper presented at the 
28th Annual Conference of the American Literature Association, Boston, MA, 25-28 May 2017, 
https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/rcureton/wp-content/uploads/sites/488/2017/05/PicassoEssay.docx. 
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the way in which successful iconoclastic ventures often depend on a complex interaction 
between tradition and innovation. Pertinently, O’Hara himself notes this trait in cummings’ 
poetry, when he describes the older poet’s use of ‘sarcastic typography’ in ways which are ‘satires 
of traditional poetic forms and sentiments.’157 Noting the distinctive visual design of cummings’ 
poetry, O’Hara suggests that  
 
design is the point where the poet can hold his ground between formal 
smothering and emotional spilling over…. All these things help the poem to 
mean only what it itself means, become its own poem, so to speak, not the 
typical poem of a self-pitying or infatuated writer.158  
 
 
O’Hara’s use of cummings’ lumberjack image thus rewrites a previous avant-garde piece (which 
itself revises a traditional form), and in this manner situates his poetry within a historical 
palimpsest of vanguard action.  
 
Notably, this rejuvenation of tradition is exactly what O’Hara praises in Jackson Pollock, 
whose work is also evoked and torqued within ‘Memorial Day 1950.’ In his monograph Jackson 
Pollock, O’Hara notes that for Pollock tradition and history are not present as ‘influences,’ but 
rather as fresh material for his artistic vision and ‘revaluation’: 
  
those images… all of which seemed to have haunted his subconscious from time 
to time, recurring by allusion, the many ‘influences’ which can be traced are less 
                                                     
157 O’Hara, ‘Design Etc.,’ in O’Hara, Standing Still and Walking in New York, 36 (Allen notes that this prose 
piece appears to be a set of notes for a talk given at The Club in 1952). O’Hara writes of the strong 
design element in cummings’ poetry, making a distinction between the spoken form and the visual form 
of the poem:  
 
When you think of e. e. cummings, in whose work design is very important, you think 
immediately of his identifying characteristics, and what you are thinking of is design: the small 
case letters in his name, small case letters throughout the poems, elaborate use of parenthesis and 
typographical arrangements. Reading the poems aloud, the ear hears the line by line and stanza 
by stanza arrangement, if not the distinction between capital and small letters. In the latter 
connection, it is interesting to note how many contemporary poets emphasize the visual rather 
than the spoken organization of the poem. O’Hara, ‘Design Etc.,’ 33. 
 
158 O’Hara, ‘Design Etc.,’ 33. 
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interesting as influences than as materials for Pollock’s spirited revaluation. Now 
that Pollock has touched them it is hard to see these materials as he found 
them.159 
 
 
For O’Hara, Pollock’s genius lies in his ability to build on and alter (rather than erase or 
demolish) tradition in such a manner that it becomes something entirely new. In so doing, the 
artist achieves ‘clarification and apotheosis which do not destroy the thing seen, whether of 
nature or art, but preserve it in a pure regard.’160 
 
 This method so admired by O’Hara renders the artwork remarkably sensitive and 
relevant to its particular moment in history, and his own poetics arguably manifest this moulding 
of tradition into new forms. One of the important avenues through which O’Hara achieves this 
transfiguration of the old is through a shift in scale which bends the narrative arc of official 
History down to the level of the individual subject. Tellingly, he also comments on this 
recalibration of scale in Pollock’s work, pointing out that ‘the scale of the painting became that 
of the painter’s body.’161 For O’Hara, this interpolation of the self into the artwork ultimately 
becomes the liberating factor which frees art from cultural and societal ‘encumbrances’: 
 
By being ‘in’ the specific painting, as he himself puts it, he gave himself over to 
cultural necessities which, in turn, freed him from the external encumbrances 
which surround art as an occasion of extreme cultural concern, encumbrances 
external to the act of applying a specific truth to the specific cultural event for 
which it has been waiting in order to be fully revealed.162 
 
Having observed the blunting of the avant-garde’s critical edge in America, O’Hara’s ardour for 
shedding ‘external encumbrances’ is palpable, and consistent with his view of continual avant-
garde innovation.  
                                                     
159 O’Hara, ‘Jackson Pollock,’ in Art Chronicles, 18. 
160 O’Hara, ‘Jackson Pollock,’ in Art Chronicles, 18. 
161 O’Hara, ‘Jackson Pollock,’ in Art Chronicles, 34-35. 
162 O’Hara, ‘Jackson Pollock,’ in Art Chronicles, 13. 
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 In ‘Memorial Day 1950,’ the collapse of the level of national or cultural history onto the 
level of the subject occurs though O’Hara’s use of the personal pronoun throughout the poem 
to insert himself into historical cultural narratives: ‘Picasso made me tough and quick’; ‘Max 
Ernst told us that’; And those of us who thought poetry/ was crap were throttled by Auden or 
Rimbaud.’ It also manifests itself through the superimposition of his adolescent anecdotes of 
rebellion and eroticism onto the larger drama of avant-garde antagonism. One of the buried 
narratives of the poem is Picasso’s ‘The Man with the Blue Guitar,’ a subjectivity that O’Hara 
appropriates and eroticises when he presents himself as an adolescent in sexy blue attire: ‘My 
mother and father asked me and/ I told them from my tight blue pants we should/ love only the 
stone, the sea and heroic figures.’163 Later on, these parents ‘entered/ my cheap hotel room and 
broke my guitar and my can of blue paint.’ O’Hara thus becomes both the maker with the can of 
blue paint, as well as the product, the teenager in tight blue pants. He is both the product of 
myth and tradition, as well as the writer of his own myth. The ‘tight blue pants’ echoes 
intertextually O’Hara’s famous stance on poetic technique in ‘Personism’: ‘As for measure and 
other technical apparatus, that’s just common sense: if you’re going to buy a pair of pants you 
want them to be tight enough so everyone will want to go to bed with you.’164 For O’Hara, then, 
(dissident) sexuality becomes a way to rewrite the historical techniques of poetry. The trope of 
the guitar reoccurs in the final verse, where the poet claims, ‘Look at my room./ Guitar strings 
hold up pictures.’165 The content of Picasso’s famous artwork thus becomes for O’Hara a prop 
to support other art, turning into an improvisation of the historical avant-garde.  
 
                                                     
163 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 17. 
164 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 498. 
165 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 18. 
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In the poem’s interweaving of personal memory with officially codified historical 
memory, and in the use of eroticism to subvert and present a counter-history of the avant-garde, 
O’Hara necessarily stakes a non-normative claim on the frontlines of innovative art, where 
heroic masculinity and heterosexuality – as epitomised by Pollock and Picasso – have prevailed 
thus far. He writes, ‘Our responsibilities did not begin / in dreams, though they began in bed.’ 
His revision of the title of Delmore Schwartz’s very successful first short story, ‘In Dreams 
Begin Responsibilities,’ breaks the lineage from previous heterosexual literary greats such as 
Schwartz and Yeats, asserting instead the primacy of eroticism and sexuality in defining both 
subjectivity and the avant-garde.166 As Gregory Bredback argues, ‘the poem shows explicitly that 
the manipulation of tradition is linked to the signification of sexual difference.’167 Here O’Hara’s 
use of camp is not simply a homosexual linguistic trick; rather, it generates the internal logic 
behind the poem, for ‘camp uses signs to invoke histories and create meanings through a jarring 
distance between these histories and the current context.’168 The poem continues to forge 
dissonances between different contexts; the present poetic context alters historical tradition in ‘I 
hear the sewage singing,’ by recalling T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,’ in 
which the older poet writes, ‘I have heard the mermaids singing.’169 Harnessing a playful, almost 
child-like jocularity, the ancient mythological whimsy of a mermaid’s song is transformed into an 
audacious scatological reference. Thus the formal, self-important task of Poetry-writing, as 
articulated by the likes of Eliot, Pound and Williams, is rejected for what seems like a puerile take 
on poetics. And indeed the poet returns to his juvenile self repeatedly in ‘Memorial Day 1950’: 
                                                     
166 Delmore Schwartz, In Dreams Begin Responsibilities and Other Stories, ed. James Atlas (1939; repr., New 
York: New Directions, 1978). Schwartz derived the title of his short story from W.B. Yeat’s 1914 volume 
of poetry, Responsibilities, which contains an epigraph ‘In dreams begin responsibility.’ Schwartz’s short 
story became an overnight success, and, according to Donald A. Dike and David H. Zucker, he very 
quickly earned ‘a reputation for precocious brilliance.’  Donald A. Dike and David H. Zucker, eds., Selected 
Essays of Delmore Schwartz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970). 
167 Gregory Bredback, ‘B/O – Barthes’ Text / O’Hara’s Trick,’ PLMA 108, no. 2 (March 1993): 277. 
168 Bredback, ‘B/O: Barthes’ Text / O’Hara’s Trick,’ 276. 
169 T. S. Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,’ in Collected Poems, 1909-1962 (1936; repr., London: 
Faber and Faber, 1963), 17. 
 295 
he is a sexy adolescent in tight blue pants being admonished by his parents (‘Wasted child! I’ll 
club you on the shins!’); he plays with toys and collages in bed; and airplanes become toy mobiles 
that, in crashing, ‘show us how to be prodigal.’170 Instead of the Williamsian concept of a poem 
as a ‘machine made of words,’ O’Hara’s poem becomes a sewage treatment plant in which 
literary history is processed – in this there is both abject drollness and an underlying seriousness 
about the reshaping of established order.171 Christopher Isherwood’s argument about camp’s 
playfulness arguably discerns the impetus behind O’Hara’s methodology: ‘You can’t camp about 
something you don’t take seriously. You’re not making fun of it; you’re making fun out of it. 
You’re expressing what’s basically serious to you in terms of fun and artifice.’172 If O’Hara rejects 
the solemn egoism and the ‘ambitious gargle’ of previous generations of poets, he does so in a 
manner that both acknowledges that he is inescapably the progeny of the past but also revels in 
the youthful play that endows poetry a new lease on life. ‘Now / my father is dead,’ the poet 
claims, expressing a freedom from the patriarchal stronghold of previous avant-gardes, whom 
the poet describes in an irreverent and absurd image as ‘hollering like stuck pigs.’173 In so doing, 
he looks ahead to a world in which a personally revolutionary and ‘prodigal’ poetics – like that 
exemplified by Pasternak – creates a new, clean world: 
 
   O Boris Pasternak, it may be silly 
 to call to you, so tall in the Urals, but your voice 
 cleans our world, clearer to us than the hospital: 
 you sound above the factory’s ambitious gargle.174 
 
O’Hara’s playful take on iconoclasm and innovative poetry finds resonance in Larry 
Rivers’ comments on his artwork, Washington Crosses the Delaware, which O’Hara notes in his 1959 
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essay on Rivers. Significantly, the very same images and words used by O’Hara in ‘Memorial Day 
1950’ were also employed in Rivers’ comments, creating an intertextual loop that strengthens the 
import of O’Hara’s techniques. Rivers writes:  
 
Luckily for me I didn’t give a crap about what was going on at the time in New 
York painting, which was obviously interested in chopping down other forests. 
In fact, I was energetic and egomaniacal and what is even more: important, cocky 
and angry enough to want to do something no one in the New York art world 
could doubt was disgusting, dead, and absurd.175  
 
 
Here, ‘crap’ and ‘chopping down other trees’ has distinct echoes in O’Hara’s poem, and the 
decomposition of a famous historical event and figure into a new artwork is clearly the painterly 
counterpart to O’Hara’s poetics. By appropriating and queering Washington’s image from 
Emmanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s 1851 painting with the same title, Rivers demasculinises one of 
America’s most revered historical figures, and offers a new take on a historical piece of art. In 
Rivers’ work, Washington wears tight white jodhpurs and strikes a somewhat effete pose with his 
hand on his hip, palm upturned. This image manifests several convergences which evince the 
marks of camp sensibility: the collapse of the homosexual’s street fashion with idealised 
manhood, the recycling of ‘disgusting, dead and absurd’ content using contemporary artistic 
techniques, and the amalgamation of history with the present.176 In this manner, ‘death’ in Rivers’ 
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work is only a form of renaissance and rejuvenation – just as it is in O’Hara’s work. Rivers’ art 
also oscillates between abstraction and clarity, in which blurs and smudges in the painting are 
offset by clearly recognisable elements from the historical painting. Tradition is thus visible and 
recognisable, but is often obscured by modern manipulation. 
 
By using humour and eroticism to destabilise determination and invalidate meanings, 
camp ‘uncovers the absolute contingency repressed in signifiers’.177 Within this poetic economy 
of transmutation, O’Hara professes that ‘naming things is only the intention / to make things.’ 
Tradition is only articulated so that a new definition can be created for it. In other words, just 
like camp, O’Hara’s version of avant-gardism is necessarily built upon both contexts – the 
conventional version and its copy, emptied of its meaning and made new. O’Hara is arguably 
‘camping it,’ when he announces, ‘I dress in oil cloth and read music / by Guillaume 
Apollinaire’s clay candelabra.’178 Assuming a mimetic pose that recalls the spectacular costumes 
and posturing of a drag queen, O’Hara references a European avant-garde poet that he admires, 
but in the same motion he ruptures any sites of significance through parodic theatricality.  
 
Yet, despite the flamboyant performativity of his poetics, there is a significance to this 
image which, like many of O’Hara’s seemingly careless or facetious references, often only reveals 
itself upon subsequent readings. Apollinaire’s clay candelabra refers to a painting that the French 
poet mentions in his book, The Cubist Painters. Arguing that art can contain within it anything, 
Apollinaire writes: ‘I have also been told of earthenware candelabras which were to be stuck to a 
canvas so that they seemed to protrude from inside.’179 Rather than simply agreeing with 
Apollinaire’s stance on art, however, O’Hara goes one step further and, as Micah Mattix notes, 
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portrays himself as a work of art.180 The making of the poet into artwork – and thus the confusion 
of the arts – is given deeper significance when we take into account that, like O’Hara, Apollinaire 
often rebels against the traditional distinction between music, poetry and painting. He writes:  
 
So we are moving towards an entirely new art which will be to painting, as 
hitherto understood, what music is to literature. 
  
It will be pure painting, as music is pure literature.181 
 
Thus when O’Hara writes that he reads music (or pure literature, as Apollinaire puts it) by 
Apollinaire’s candelabra, the oil cloth becomes the poetic mantle from Apollinaire that the 
younger poet campily dons. O’Hara self-consciously participates in a tradition of entangling the 
arts – not just by identifying with Apollinaire’s aesthetics, but by assuming the very form of 
those mergers himself. In such manner the distinctions are broken down: between original and 
copy, between poet and poetry, between dead and alive, and between past and present. O’Hara 
thus maintains that if innovation is necessary, so too is continuity with the past. He would agree, 
then, with Apollinaire when the latter asserts, ‘You cannot carry your father’s corpse around 
everywhere you go. You leave it behind, with all the other dead…. But in vain do our feet leave 
the ground in which the dead repose.’182  
 
I want to turn now to ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ the elegiac ode which arguably 
evinces the techniques and motifs most central to O’Hara’s oeuvre. Here death – of the poet, of 
his pasts and his structuring experiences, and of the traditions that begot him – is compulsively 
revisited; but instead of signifying sterility and lifelessness, the poem is filled with an underlying 
ecstasy that accompanies self-loss and self-abandonment. In all this the role of the avant-garde 
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poet is delineated, but in a style that does not stray far from O’Hara’s often-mythologised 
profligacy and ebullient performativity.   
 
4.6 ‘In Memory of My Feelings’: Selfhood as Ecstatic Self-Loss 
 
If camp is the powerful strategy O’Hara uses to empty historical signifiers of their 
predetermined meaning but still employ their form as a vehicle for innovation and critique, it is 
also the same technique that flattens the hierarchies in O’Hara’s poems. Harold Beaver writes: 
 
The homosexual’s codes are countercodes. Like a cannibal, it might be charged, 
he exploits all ideas, messages, and roles by orgiastically wasting their content 
merely for the form, the vicarious fantasy, and then wearing them like a feather, 
or foreskin, in his cap.183  
 
Adorning oneself with a feather boa is put on the same level plane as dressing in oil cloth, or 
cloaking oneself in memories or world histories. Indeed, in ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ 
O’Hara’s writes of his poetic persona: ‘Rising, / he wraps himself in the burnoose of memories 
against the heat of life.’184 The third section of this poem presents what Shaw has termed an 
‘excessive panoply of world history,’ providing a vast range of epic historical moments as a 
source for identity or a sense of meaning for the self.185 And yet, if the poem alludes to ‘serious’ 
world History through its use of formally stylised, grandiloquent phrases (such as ‘For we have 
advanced, France, / together into a new land,’ ‘Destiny, Paris, destiny!’ and ‘Only a king can kill a 
king’), it simultaneously undercuts what this jingoistic style implies.186 A culturally or historically 
determined identity is exactly what O’Hara rejects through his use of camp humour. He moves 
from the Christian image of Christ looking to the fig tree to assuage His hunger; to the absurdity 
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of the question, ‘You prefer the Arabs? … with penises shorn by the hundreds, like a camel / 
ravishing a goat’; to the legendary heroism of the mountainous-minded Greeks; finally collapsing 
into the bathetic declaration, ‘And the stench of the camel’s spit I swallow, / and the stench of 
the whole goat.’187 Between all this the poet interposes the declaration, ‘I adore the Roman 
copies,’ expressing the camp relishing of the ersatz and thus renouncing the possibilities for a 
stable selfhood that have just been offered. Amidst ‘the heat of life’ and the pressures to choose 
an essential identity, the poet retreats from substance into the desert and into abstraction: ‘he 
goes to take an algebraic position in re.’188  
 
 For O’Hara, selfhood becomes a spectacular wardrobe of histories and cultures that he 
can appropriate and archly cloak himself with in the Rimbaldian sense of ‘Je est un autre.’ In this 
manner, the central agonism of the poem, which I take to be between past memorial selves and 
the writhing vitality of the present serpentine self, is played out on a stage which thrives on the 
theatricality of the pantomime. Serious self-reflection on tradition, an overwrought commitment 
to literary rebellion, or a self-aggrandising sense of the avant-garde poet’s role – all these are 
eschewed for a poetic voice that trades on its magnetising charm and as Ladkin puts it, ‘plays out 
the drama, not emptily as farce, but candidly as farce.’189 This burlesque of the self continues in 
the fourth section of the poem, which begins with the acknowledgement that the poet does not 
refuse history: ‘Beneath these lives / the ardent lover of history hides.’190 However, the version 
of history that this ‘ardent lover of history’ searches out is not official History, but rather a 
constructed, spectacular Hollywood version. ‘I’m looking for my Shanghai Lil,’ he writes.191 
O’Hara seeks out an identity which is clearly a masquerade – Shanghai Lily was a fictional 
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character played by the sultry Marlene Dietrich, and was often dressed in costumes that played 
on the element of pure theatricality. Apart from choosing an impossible (female) ideal for 
selfhood, O’Hara’s reference to Dietrich’s character also alludes to his own cultivation as a 
cultural icon. The Dietrich image was carefully cultivated by Josef von Sternberg, who directed 
the actress in seven films. Under his oversight, ‘Marlene Dietrich’ came to signify a glamorous 
package of sexiness, mystery and allure. For O’Hara, the movies permit access to a version of 
history that does not depend on authenticity, but rather acknowledges its own constructedness 
and trades on this economy of fantasy and the spectacle.  
 
 The numerous references to Hollywood directors, actresses and movies articulate, as in 
the previous stanza, a spectrum of poses that O’Hara can take up. Instead of rejecting them, 
however, O’Hara identifies with them. He ‘leaves off rattling his tail a moment / to admire this 
flag’: the flag of America, used to wrap the bodies of American heroes, is the image that 
immediately precedes O’Hara’s declaration that he is ‘looking for my Shanghai Lil.’ The ‘war 
hero’ of the previous stanza, and ‘the hero, trying to unhitch his parachute’ in the following 
stanza – serious personas memorialised in history and official narratives – are here supplanted by 
a sexy, fictionalised courtesan. Thus official national affiliation is substituted for an affiliation 
with the movies, a stance that O’Hara makes abundantly clear in his poem, ‘To the Film Industry 
in Crisis’: 
 
  In times of crisis we must all decide again and again whom we love. 
  And give credit where it’s due: not to my starched nurse, who taught me  
  how to be bad and not bad rather than good (and has lately availed  
  herself of this information), not to the Catholic Church 
  which is at best an oversolemn introduction to cosmic entertainment 
  not to the American Legion, which hates everybody, but to you, 
  glorious Silver Screen, tragic Technicolour, amorous Cinemascope, 
  stretching Vistavision and startling Stereophonic Sound, with all 
  your heavenly dimensions and reverberations and iconoclasms!192 
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In a repudiation of the church as a structuring framework for the self (it is ‘at best an 
oversolemn introduction to cosmic entertainment’), O’Hara heretically deifies and apostrophises 
the film industry instead, rapturously calling to them ‘with all your heavenly dimensions and 
iconoclasms.’ He then campily closes the poem with this satirical benediction: 
   
  Long may you illumine space with your marvellous appearances, delays 
  and enunciations, and may the money of the world glitteringly cover you 
  as you rest after a long day under the klieg lights with your faces 
  in packs for our edification, the way the clouds come often at night 
  but the heavens operate on the star system. It is a divine precedent 
  you perpetuate! Roll on, reels of celluloid, as the great earth rolls on!193 
   
 
For O’Hara the movies become for him what the classical gods were to the ancient poets, both a 
source of wonder and poetic inspiration.  
 
So too, in ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ the prayer for ‘Grace / to be born and live as 
variously as possible’ plays on this mock religion of the masquerade. The rejection of an 
‘oversolemn’ vision of the self as reified poetic hero is underscored by the famous catalogue of 
‘sordid identifications’ that the poem vaunts: 
 
  I am a Hittite in love with a horse. I don’t know what blood’s 
  in me I feel like an African prince I am a girl walking downstairs 
  in a red pleated dress with heels I am a champion taking a fall 
  I am a jockey with a sprained ass-hole I am the light mist 
           in which a face appears 
  and it is another face of blonde I am a baboon eating a banana 
  I am a dictator looking at his wife I am a doctor eating a child 
  and the child’s mother smiling I am a Chinaman climbing a mountain 
I am a child smelling his father’s underwear I am an Indian 
  sleeping on a scalp 
         and my pony is stamping in the birches 
  and I’ve just caught sight of the Niña, the Pinta and the Santa Maria. 
         What land is this, so free?194 
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Yet, despite the breathless ecstasy in this unpunctuated inventory of contradictory selves, the 
desire to live variously is not a simple one, for it necessitates the killing of the poetic self as hero. 
Aware of the ways in which representation and mythologisation – becoming historical, 
memorable and desirable – is intertwined with death, O’Hara constantly yokes the trope of the 
statuary to death that encroaches on ‘the central figure, / the heart.’195 The ‘cancerous statue’ that 
threatens to calcify within the living body of the poet must be severed, for he mourns the way in 
which he has ‘against my will / against my love/ become art.’196 In the final stanza, therefore, 
O’Hara – his selfhood still riven with mercurial personifications (‘I, myself and singly’) – must 
rise up and kill the selves from his past which circumscribe his role as ‘poet.’ Rejecting the 
mythology and the coherent historical framework that defines his position as avant-garde poet, 
he chooses and manipulates his own baroque historiography from an array of different selves 
and histories. Thus the death of the ‘hero-Poet’ ultimately becomes the saving grace of the 
serpent, the poet himself. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this thesis I have examined three tropes most prevalent to O’Hara’s literary celebrity, 
arguing that they form the bridge between the poet’s life and his work, ultimately allowing him to 
project the authenticity and immediacy so fundamental to his legacy. O’Hara exploits the 
mechanics of literary reception itself, and its investment in the perceived congruence between 
authenticity and subjectivity, to nurture a mythology that traffics in the seduction of the reader. 
Yet, in the very act of troping the telephone, the city and his own death, O’Hara cannily 
denaturalises the structures of meaning that buttress the construction of his mythology.  
 
One might ask then, what is at stake in a project that returns to a critical preoccupation 
in extant Frank O’Hara studies, which reaffirms that the qualities most well-loved about 
O’Hara’s poetry – intimacy, spontaneity, candour, an easy sociality – are the effects of a practised 
feint, cleverly executed. Indeed, the most rigorous, searching studies of O’Hara’s work have 
emerged out of the acknowledgement of precisely this well-wrought artifice. James Breslin, for 
example, argues insightfully that the ‘illusion of immediacy’ in O’Hara’s poetry ‘exploits a 
rhetoric of honesty and self-exposure in order to permit the writer to mythologize him or herself 
in ways that the ostensibly self-exploring poet remains blind to.’1 For Breslin, the self that 
motivates and drives O’Hara’s poetry is a twisting, shifting, radically theatricalised self – a 
fictional construct – created by O’Hara to offer ‘both the most vivid instance and the most 
powerful critique of his generation’s poetics of immediacy.’2 In another instance, Lytle Shaw 
debunks ‘coterie’ and the use of proper names in O’Hara’s poems, suggesting that O’Hara’s 
model of coterie, rather than being a marker of his remarkable charisma, is a destabilising 
mechanism that performs the very fluidity that inheres in cultural and literary history. On the one 
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hand, O’Hara uses the proper name to allude to intimacy and the ways in which ‘a self has been 
educed, mingling with other selves and with culture more broadly.’ But in O’Hara’s poems these 
indices of the self within its social structures are ‘everywhere pushed and pulled, motivated and 
destabilised.’3 In yet another example, Geoff Ward, in asserting similarities between Byron and 
O’Hara, points out that for these two poets ‘the alleged reality to which signifiers point is finally 
as conjectural as the “I” that claims to supervise them.’4  
 
These critics’ works evince an important thread in O’Hara studies, focusing on the ways 
in which O’Hara himself riffed on the différance inherent in literary self-construction – how 
meanings (and selves) proliferate and slip away even as they are being made. O’Hara was perhaps 
the most severely self-aware reader of his own work, retreating with great alacrity from the 
presentation of any semblance of a cohesive self. As Ward points out, many of O’Hara’s poems 
edge tantalisingly close to Derridean deconstruction: ‘arguably, it is as a result of the operations 
of what Derrida calls the ‘trace’ that the poem has only a phantom unity, a set of absent 
meanings whose variance from the present signification are all that invests it with the effect of 
identity.’5 However, Ward goes on to argue that Derridean deconstruction cannot fully account 
for O’Hara’s work – for instead of relegating to the margins ‘contradictions, obscurities, 
ambiguities, incoherences, discontinuities, ellipses, interruptions, repetitions and plays of the 
signifier’ (which the deconstructive reader would then seek to uncover), an O’Hara poem makes 
these the very substratum upon which it is built.6 This means that any close reader of O’Hara’s 
work must necessarily confront two conflicting forces – the illusion and its careful subversion – 
whose tension holds together the construct that is the poem. O’Hara’s own analysis of Larry 
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Rivers’ artwork recognises this trait and the extraordinary skill Rivers musters in its execution: 
‘… he is always engaged in an aesthetic athleticism which sharpens the eye, hand and arm in 
order to beat the bugaboos of banality and boredom, deliberately invited into the work and then 
triumphed over.’7 In O’Hara’s case, the invitation to mythologise him scintillates on the surface of 
the poems, but, as I have argued, it is inevitably ‘triumphed over’ when the poems are more 
closely examined. 
 
The mythologising of O’Hara is the fulcrum upon which the thesis turns. It speaks to the 
way in which O’Hara negotiates his own historicising, both participating in and resisting the 
process of becoming historical. O’Hara might well have been speaking of himself when he offers 
the following insightful comment on Rivers, with whom he shared a similar aesthetic that 
resulted in numerous collaborative efforts: 
 
Rivers veers sharply, as if totally dependent on life impulses, until one observes 
an obsessively wilful insistence on precisely what he is interested in. This goes for 
the father of our country as well as for the later Camel and Tareyton packs. Who, 
he seems to be saying, says they’re corny? This is the opposite of pop art. He is 
never naïve and never oversophisticated.8 
 
Like Rivers’ deliberately weighed aesthetic principles, O’Hara’s subtle statements – on poetry, art 
or the complexities of the American self at mid-century – are often glossed over because they are 
easy to miss amidst the more brazen overwriting with which he crafts an effervescent personality 
and a compelling mythology. Appositely, in Neon in Daylight: New York School Painters and Poets, 
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Jenni Quilter discerns a very delicate aesthetic current underpinning the work of the New York 
School artists and poets, particularly applicable to O’Hara’s work and reception: 
 
For many of the poets and artists who came to be associated with the New York 
School later on, there was a horror of the gauche statement, the necessity to 
explain a joke or a thought that one simply ought to get. When it came to writing 
about art, there was a certain exhilaration to be had from considering the careful 
tension between what could be said and what couldn’t, by calculating a golden 
mean of indeterminancy that fluctuated year by year, exhibition by exhibition. 
This exhilaration was a private affair, and like a particular sound frequency, it did 
not register well with those who had an ear for posterity, or for those who were 
only interested in the margins insofar as they suggested a centre.9 
 
For O’Hara, vibrating at this artistic frequency means that he is often relegated to the sidelines of 
‘important’ avant-garde poetry, as was indeed the case in early O’Hara criticism. His more 
profound poetics often does not register above the resonance of an alluring, affect-inducing 
poetic self. The effect of studied nonchalance he projects is, despite its appearance to the 
contrary, demonstrative of an extraordinarily skilful restraint: by ‘calculating a golden mean of 
indeterminancy,’ it refrains from mounting any revolutionary literary aggressions or asserting any 
grand ‘avant-garde’ ambitions. Yet it reminds us, even as it inveigles us that, as Jed Rasula 
elegantly puts it in The American Poetry Wax Museum, ‘subjectivity is simply the most acutely 
engineered of all our technologies – voice-activated, setting in motion a reply of cultural 
“memories” which are generic and that belong to nobody.’10 But it is precisely this quiet 
destabilising of the cherished notion of the Poet/Self that is the most revolutionary; for, as 
delineated throughout this thesis, the contours of the self that emerge in the writing, shimmering 
and moire-like, are necessarily whittled by the historical and cultural circumstances of the time. In 
offering a simulacrum of the self which he then assiduously destroys, O’Hara presents a 
countervailing subjectivity to that which was permissible within the constraints of Cold War 
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American society. At the same time, such rhetorical moves also perform the fragmentation of the 
marginal homosexual subject in pre-Stonewall days, gesturing to a profundity that belies the 
charge of triteness. 
 
But we must return to the question of what is at stake in the recognition of such 
fictiveness. There is something to be said for the work of a poet which, despite repeated critical 
analyses which seek to unfold its adroit chicanery, still manages to sustain its simulacrum. It is 
even more intriguing to witness the increasing appreciation of O’Hara’s poems based in part on 
this fiction, their readership made up largely of young millennials who have encountered his 
work through social media platforms such as Instagram and Twitter, and through television 
shows such as BBC’s Mad Men. Marjorie Perloff, who wrote the first monograph exploring 
O’Hara’s work, returned to O’Hara’s Lunch Poems upon the release of City Light Book’s special 
fiftieth anniversary edition of the 1964 edition. In her essay, she chronicles the delight and 
exhilaration of re-reading O’Hara’s work in 2015: 
 
I am always reciting those last lines of ‘Naptha’ to my friends, relishing the mix 
of pathos and humour that I take to be uniquely Frank O’Hara’s. When, in the 
poem that precedes ‘Naptha,’ I read the wonderfully absurd exclamation, 
“Khrushchev is coming on the right day!’ it being the right day for the always 
scowling, fist-thumping Soviet dictator for no better reason than that Frank is in 
love and it happens to be a gorgeous windy day in New York, I always smile. The 
arc of feeling is so perfectly rendered. O’Hara’s wholly unpretentious and 
delightful little book is full of such moments – moments as immediate in 2015 as 
they were fifty years ago. Surely, Lunch Poems is a twentieth-century classic. Which 
is to say that all those currently taboo poetic terms – authenticity, sincerity, 
immediacy, voice – may be coming back to haunt us. And I have to smile.11 
 
The greatest irony about Perloff’s admission that O’Hara’s ‘wholly unpretentious and delightful’ 
poems prompt a return to ‘authenticity, sincerity, immediacy, voice,’ is that over a decade earlier 
in 1994, Perloff published a book titled Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media. In it, she 
                                                     
11 Marjorie Perloff, ‘Reading Frank O’Hara’s Lunch Poems After Fifty Years,’ Poetry Foundation, 5 January 
2015. 
 309 
examines how modern poets such as John Cage, John Ashbery and Charles Bernstein use the 
powerful oversaturation of culture by the media to produce radically innovative poetry. For 
Perloff, these poets do not position themselves in opposition to a strange new world, but rather, 
acknowledge that there is no ‘authentic’ or pure poetic language to retreat into. Thus they 
incorporate the fragmentation and rupturing inherent to media culture into their work, as much a 
part of the poetry as it is the environment in which it is found. Perloff argues that we are seeing a 
return to a ‘radical artifice,’ which is   
 
characterised by its opposition, not only to ‘the language really spoken by men’ 
but also to what is loosely called Formalist (whether New or Old) verse, with its 
elaborate poetic diction and self-conscious return to ‘established’ forms and 
genres. Artifice, in this sense, is less a matter of ingenuity and manner, of 
elaboration and elegant subterfuge, than of the recognition that a poem or 
painting or performance text is a made thing – contrived, constructed, chosen – 
and that its reading is also a construction on the part of the audience.12 
  
If Perloff sees a return to radical artifice as the mark of avant-garde poetry, it is striking that she 
– like many current readers of O’Hara – seems to credit the genuine affect and immediacy of 
O’Hara’s poems with maintaining their cultural currency. O’Hara’s poems subscribe to precisely 
the aesthetic of artifice as defined by Perloff in Radical Artifice (they expose their own 
‘recognition that a poem or painting or performance text is a made thing – contrived, 
constructed, chosen’). Yet Perloff rhapsodises that the poems catalogue ‘arc[s] of feeling’ and 
‘moments as immediate in 2015 as they were fifty years ago.’ Similarly, Micah Mattix writes: 
 
O’Hara’s Lunch Poems – like Facebook posts or tweets – shares, saves, and 
recreates the poet’s experience of the world. He addresses others in order to 
combat a sense of loneliness, sharing his gossipy, sometimes snarky take of 
modern life, his unfiltered enthusiasm, and his boredom in a direct 
conversational tone. In short, Lunch Poems, while 50 years old, is a very 21st-
century book.13 
                                                     
12 Marjorie Perloff, Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1991), 27-28. 
13 Micah Mattix, ‘Frank O’Hara’s Lunch Poems: 21st-Century Poetry Written in 1964,’ Atlantic, 21 May 
2014. 
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This sentiment is reiterated in Jane Ciabattari’s BBC article about O’Hara’s continued relevance 
and ascending popularity, in which she ruminates: 
 
O’Hara’s mystique, and the seductive power of his work, have lingered, and in 
recent years have grown even stronger. What distinguishes O’Hara’s poetry? It is 
not just a remarkable grasp of the zeitgeist but the way his poems manage to feel 
contemporary, no matter what the year, the ways in which he broke new 
ground.14 
 
There is no doubt that the subject matter of O’Hara’s poems (love, life, lunch, loneliness) 
and his intimate colloquial tone have contributed to the sense of his poems being much more 
contemporary and far more accessible than poetry is usually deemed. In one of the articles 
among the recent spate of writing on O’Hara, the writer and cultural critic Sinead Stubbins 
recalls how she first came to fall in love with O’Hara’s poetry, the way reading his poems ‘felt 
like making an exciting new friend,’ and how ‘it didn’t feel like they were too academic.’ For 
Stubbins, O’Hara’s poetry was fresh (‘conversational and funny and weird’) in a way that she had 
never figured was possible for poetry: ‘I always assumed I wasn’t clever or cultured enough to 
understand poetry. I love the Fast and the Furious movies, for chrissakes. I don’t know anything 
about painters or photographers.’15  The affect-inducing qualities of O’Hara’s poetry are 
undeniable – they appeal to familiar structures of emotion, and are voiced in the familiar tone of 
that friend with whom one shares gossip.  
 
While critics such as Perloff, Ciabattari and Stubbins are not incorrect in their assessment 
of O’Hara’s charm, imputing O’Hara’s longevity to his unpretentiousness and ability to capture 
the immediacy of the moment seems to return us to the well-worn epithets that circumscribe his 
                                                     
14 Jane Ciabattari, ‘Frank O’Hara, Poet of the Mad Men Era,’ British Broadcasting Corporation, ‘Books,’ 21 
October 2014. 
15 Sinead Stubbins, ‘I always felt I wasn’t clever enough for poetry. But this was like making a new 
exciting friend,’ Guardian, 22 February 2019. 
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mythological rise to fame. In other words, they describe the symptoms, or effects, of O’Hara’s 
poetics, instead of accounting for the mechanics of his mythologising. This reasoning follows the 
same trajectory of early criticisms of O’Hara’s poetry, which succumb to the fantasy of the 
‘authentic’ poetic voice as elegantly encapsulated by Jed Rasula in The American Poetry Wax 
Museum:  
 
The prevalent association with the ‘voice of the poet,’ anchoring the language of 
poetry in the language of subjectivity, is obviously pertinent for advocates of 
‘self-expression’; but it is equally the case in any discussion of the vatic role of 
poetry, and the poetry of the high sublime. No matter how de- or 
transpersonalised the poetic ‘voice’ may appear, the voice remains a calculus of 
the speaking subject. In fact, inasmuch as we talk about poetry we assume poetry 
to be talking about us.16 
 
Ultimately, this belief that poetry is ‘talking about us’ is one of the most crucial cultural myths 
that the durability of the O’Hara phenomenon depends on. It is conceivably the reason why 
even seasoned critics of O’Hara seem to fall back upon the easy relatability of O’Hara’s work, 
and young millennials tweet and re-tweet decontextualised excerpts from O’Hara’s poems. A 
quick perusal of Instagram, Pinterest or Twitter under the search term ‘Frank O’Hara’ (or, in 
social media grammar, #frankohara) will reveal an enthrallment with the following few sets of 
lines. The first is from ‘Steps’: 
 
oh god it’s wonderful 
to get out of bed 
and drink so much coffee 
and smoke too many cigarettes 
and love you so much17 
 
 
                                                     
16 Rasula, American Poetry Wax Museum, 38. 
17 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 371. Dated 18 October 1960. First published in Lunch Poems (San Francisco: 
City Lights Books, 1964). 
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Figure 18. Instagram picture by user @poetic_outlaws, 20 
August 2018.18 
 
The second comes from ‘Mayakovsky,’ made famous by its use in Mad Men (which I will return 
to later): 
   
Now I am quietly waiting for the 
catastrophe of my personality to seem 
beautiful again, and interesting, and  
modern 
 
And the final, from O’Hara’s poem ‘Having a Coke with You,’ is now ubiquitous among 
lovelorn, wistful youth burdened with a slight touch of self-irony: 
 
         I look  
at you and I would rather look at you than all the portraits in the world 
 
 
                                                     
18 Poetic Outlaws (@poetic_outlaws), ‘[coffee emoji],’ Instagram photo, 20 August 2018. 
 313 
These lines are often artistically rendered in attractive script; photographed as part of a quasi-
romantic still-life assemblage of coffee, wrinkled papers and poetry; or, most interestingly, as in 
the case of one Instagram user, ‘@selodrama,’ tattooed upon a bony ribcage.  
 
 
Figure 19. Instagram picture by user @selodrama, 13 January 2018.19 
 
Taking stock of the renaissance of O’Hara’s poetry, Andrew Epstein notes that 
‘something deeper seems to be going on with this recent resurgence of O’Hara’s work.’20 Yet 
Epstein, like many other commentators, attributes this to the fact that ‘O’Hara’s writing feels 
                                                     
19 Selina (@selodrama), ‘i got inked again.’ Instagram photo, 13 January 2018. 
20 Andrew Epstein, ‘Also a Poet,’ Poetry Foundation, 20 July 2016. 
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strangely au courant, a prescient soundtrack for the age of the smartphone, Facebook, Instagram 
and Tumblr.’21 In contrast, Helen Charman edges closer than other critics to pinpointing what 
exactly makes O’Hara a veritable ‘prophet of the internet.’ She astutely notes that O’Hara’s 
poems are easily adopted as culturally sophisticated shorthand for 21st century concerns (the oft-
quoted ‘Steps’ is ‘ripe for misinterpretation as a romantic expression of the brunch aesthetic’). 
Crucially, however, she also points out that O’Hara’s poems might maintain a dalliance with the 
frivolous, but they simultaneously encapsulate the rawness of ‘the millennial failure to connect, 
backed up by lines like “I am lonely for myself”,’ from his poem ‘At Joan’s.’22 Furthermore, 
despite their apparent absorption with loneliness and yearning, O’Hara’s poems are nevertheless 
permeated by a ‘celebratory sense of humour and acceptance.’ This, when voiced in the 
subversive tone of a queer poet, proves to be especially poignant for young people who 
increasingly identify as sitting somewhere on a fluid sexual spectrum. Charman writes: 
 
Frank O’Hara’s virtual popularity, however selective, isn’t divorced from the 
‘real’ subject matter of his work: it’s because of it. And O’Hara, who took intense 
pleasure in the frivolous, would have enjoyed the superficial side of it as much as 
the rest. As he writes in ‘Today,’ a poem that begins by addressing ‘kangaroos, 
sequins, chocolate sodas,’ these things ‘do have meaning. They’re strong as 
rocks.’23 
 
Evidently, the constructedness of O’Hara’s poems does not in any way abate O’Hara’s 
ability to put his finger on the pulse of deep human emotion. Much earlier in 1983, Breslin had 
already accurately captured the nuance in O’Hara’s poetics – the nonchalant tenor which belies 
the ability to capture devastatingly precise sentiments – when he wrote about O’Hara’s poem ‘A 
Step Away From Them’:  
 
                                                     
21 Epstein, ‘Also a Poet.’ 
22 Helen Charman, ‘What Frank O’Hara Poems Reveal About Post-Internet Brains,’ Dazed, 2 February 
2016. 
23 Charman, ‘What Frank O’Hara Poems Reveal About Post-Internet Brains’; quotation from O’Hara, 
Collected Poems, 15, dated Cambridge, February 1950. 
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O’Hara’s casualness, however, makes the poem not less but more moving, giving 
it an emotional verisimilitude…. ‘A Step Away From Them’ presents shifting, 
contradictory moods, tones, perspectives, selves, without ever gathering them 
into a centre or nailing them down with a resolution.24 
 
Much like the films that O’Hara loved, his poems duplicate and elicit genuine emotion from his 
readers – even as they rely on contrivance and artifice in order to do so. The distinction is easily 
missed, but is an important one; for without it one risks reverting to a familiar structure of 
mythology, which collapses poetic subjectivity into authenticity. The perception of immediacy in 
a poem, with all its attendant implications of sincerity and artlessness, is a phantasmagorical 
literary construct, an ignis fatuus which offers the false solace of authenticity. As Rasula puts it, 
‘The simulacrum is the primal scene, and in poetry the compulsion is to retrieve the present in a 
medium (print) that facilitates fantasies of the unmediated.’25 As I have argued throughout this 
thesis, one of the fundamental touchstones of O’Hara’s poetry is the subtle but calculated 
affront to such fantasy, even as the text itself beckons the reader to succumb to it. 
 
To return to Rasula’s earlier observation, constructed subjectivity simulates a swathe of 
‘cultural “memories” which are generic and which belong to no one.’ This, conceivably, is what 
O’Hara refers to in his puff manifesto, ‘Personism,’ when he alludes to abstraction being one of 
the defining characteristics of Personism; it involves the poet ‘evoking overtones of love without 
destroying love’s life-giving vulgarity, and sustaining the poet’s feelings towards the poem while 
preventing love from distracting him into feeling about the person.’26 The ability to masterfully 
render vivid ‘overtones of love’ without being mired in one’s true (often confounding) feelings 
about someone, is itself an art. As Silverberg points out, ‘Personism’ achieves a remarkably 
contradictory feat – it rejects abstraction while at the same time being truly abstract – by 
                                                     
24 Breslin, ‘Frank O’Hara, 219 (original emphasis) 
25 Rasula, American Poetry Wax Museum, 50. 
26 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 499.  
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predicating itself on the ‘least abstract of occasions’ (a relationship to a real person) and also 
‘self-consciously abstracting this relationship from the real world and recomposing it into a 
poetic relationship.’27 All this means that half a century after they were written into being, 
O’Hara’s poetically construed feelings can be conveniently abstracted by contemporary readers 
into bite-sized – or Instagramable and Tweetable – expressions of one’s ‘sensitive’ or ‘artistic’ 
side. Here the discourse of ‘Personism,’ already self-consciously placed within quotation marks, 
lends itself to being appropriated, tokenised and placed within yet more quotation marks. This is 
in large part what the sustainability of O’Hara’s mythology hinges upon; and if, as I will now 
examine, O’Hara himself anticipates this fragmentation and dissemination, it necessitates a return 
to the process involved in O’Hara’s poetics, rather than a focus on the end-product and the 
effects it achieves. For, as Watkin correctly observes, ‘the avant-garde tendency of O’Hara’s 
work is not held within the product.’28  
 
 If O’Hara eschews essentialism at the core of his poetry to present a self whose only 
consistency is perpetual movement and elusiveness, he also erodes the borders and margins of 
his poems, disallowing the sedimentation of meaning or the privileging of the poem’s end. Ward 
alludes to this when he asks, ‘What, then, as alert readers, should we look for in the margins of 
O’Hara’s poetry? … And where are the “margins” of an O’Hara poem, anyway?’29 This aesthetic 
is discernible in numerous poems and has been described eloquently in Breslin’s essay, which 
argues that O’Hara’s ‘steadfast refusal to provide anything like a resolution at the end’ of poems 
is congruent with his proscription of poetry that attempts to elucidate either a greater truth or 
the essence of a self. ‘The poetry that results,’ Breslin asserts, ‘offers plurality rather than unity, 
energy and movement rather than the comforts of a stabilising form.’30  
                                                     
27 Silverberg, Between Radical Art and Radical Chic, 53. 
28 Watkin, In the Process of Poetry, 158. 
29 Ward, Statutes of Liberty, 67. 
30 Breslin, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ 219. 
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Very early on, O’Hara wrestled with the manifestations of this instinct for incertitude, 
writing in a 1948 journal entry of his consternation at ‘reducing (and I consider it a reduction) 
reality to simple enough terms… to deal with in a literary (but before that privately in an 
emotional and intellectual) way.’31 He argues that such reductionism becomes mere ‘ritual’ which 
always ends up as ‘elegant machinery.’ And, O’Hara continues querulously,  
 
I disapprove of elegant machinery, and I disapprove of the machinery more than 
the elegance, possibly because of a desire to control my own predilections for 
both. Anyhow, I’m tired of the current fad for short stories which clack along 
like a sewing machine dispensing pertinent information in stitches and stopping 
only when the garment is finished. I’d rather read someone’s last will and 
testament.32 
 
This passage is important and worth examining in closer detail; it contains the kernel of O’Hara’s 
poetics, which he works out over the course of the years through his poetry. To begin with, the 
desire to relinquish ‘elegance’ and ‘machinery’ and fight against his propensity for both is telling, 
for it confirms once again that O’Hara’s spontaneous, casual style is in actuality a practised skill. 
Deriding the machinery of writing that aims to neatly package life’s complexities into economical 
stitches ‘dispensing pertinent information,’ O’Hara makes clear that his aim in poetry is not to 
present reality or the self as a coherent whole. (Here we might recall O’Hara’s penchant for im-
pertinence, as demonstrated in his love of the trivial and in his signature ‘loiterature’ style, which 
I explored in Chapter Three). The notion of ‘stopping only when the garment is finished’ is 
repudiated, for in O’Hara’s work, endings and closures are always arbitrary and contingent, and 
death does not mark the end of a self. Pertinently, the trope of clothing in O’Hara’s work, also 
the central conceit of poems like ‘Joe’s Jacket,’ is often a metonymical object that gestures to 
existential rumination. In ‘Joe’s Jacket,’ the seersucker jacket becomes the shared item of 
                                                     
31 O’Hara, Early Writing, 102. Dated 25 October 1948. 
32 O’Hara, Early Writing, 102. 
 318 
clothing that links O’Hara and LeSueur inextricably and speaks, among many things, to the 
accumulated weight of a shared life: 
   
  I borrow Joe’s seersucker jacket though he is still asleep I start out 
  when I last borrowed it I was leaving there it was on my Spanish plaza back 
and hid my shoulders from San Marco’s pigeons was jostled on the 
Kurfürstendamm 
  and sat opposite Ashes in an enormous leather chair in the Continental 
  it is all enormity and life it has protected me and kept me here on 
  many occasions as a symbol does when the heart is full and risks no speech33 
 
In this manner, an external item of clothing breaches any interiorized subjectivity and is 
transmuted into the metonym of an intersubjective contiguity. For O’Hara, the ‘garment’ is 
never ‘finished’ because one can never cut the threads of a self that is so bound to other selves. 
The jacket in the poem acquires a largeness that transcends its materiality; it ‘is all enormity and 
life.’ In other words, in O’Hara’s poetry lives and selves are never atomic. They are deeply 
implicated in other lives, selves, fictions and myths; a myriad of pasts impinge on the present, 
which itself extends into the future. Thus the end of a poem that strains toward resolution 
ultimately obscures – it offers closure where there should be questioning. O’Hara’s poetry, as en 
procès images of a marginal subjectivity that has to continually question its own legitimacy, 
reneges on the promise of closure. Instead of subscribing to what he deems reductive simplicity, 
O’Hara asserts in his 1948 journal entry:  
 
I want to move toward a complexity which makes life within the work and which 
does not (necessarily, although it may) resemble life as most people seem to think 
it is lived. If I am successful this should not need to be received as exotic or 
phantastic. The only simplicity I want is that of a coherent thing, a result of the 
work-as-a-whole’s integrity.34 
 
 
This complexity, which I want to trace in a close reading of ‘Yesterday Down at the 
Canal’ and ‘Meditations in an Emergency,’ mirrors in poetic form O’Hara’s ontological 
                                                     
33 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 329. Dated 10 August 1959. First published in Big Table 4, 1960. 
34 O’Hara, Early Writing, 102. 
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preoccupations; it is also crucial to O’Hara’s consciousness of how he will be mythologised. And 
as evident in his posthumous fame, which turns upon his easy relatability and droll humour, he 
did succeed in achieving a poetics which is not ‘received as exotic or phantastic.’ Significantly, 
much like the intuition of an artist in a curated exhibition of his works, O’Hara’s aesthetic 
sensibility is often only distinguishable when it gains resonance across a number of works – an 
effect the poet refers to as ‘a coherent thing, a result of the work-as-a-whole’s integrity.’  This is 
arguably also what O’Hara alludes to when he points out that there is method to Rivers’ seeming 
madness; his ‘obsessively wilful insistence’ on painting ‘precisely what he is interested in’ is the 
result of a very deliberate aesthetic.35 It is why, for example, as I demonstrated in Chapter Two, 
we begin to grasp the sense that O’Hara’s use of the telephone is not quite what it seems only 
when we reckon with a number of the telephone poems together. Or, as I will illustrate using 
‘Yesterday Down at the Canal,’ why certain words and tropes only come into their full 
significance when they are considered in relation to their use in other poems. Quilter argues that 
a ‘New York School sensibility frequently relies upon a shared sense of discretion – on what 
Ashbery, in his poem “The Skaters,” calls “This leaving out business.”’ Upon this, Ashbery 
writes, ‘hinges the very importance of what’s novel / Or autocratic or dense or silly.’36 This 
means that the gaps – what remains unsaid and left to accrue meaning from intertextual 
references and contemporaneous works – are as important as what is explicitly said. Here, 
therefore, we begin to see how for O’Hara, the ‘work’ cannot be considered to be an individual 
poem. Rather, it is, to return to the terms of my thesis title, a curated movement of poetic 
moments, which when taken as a whole has a certain integrity that transcends the power of the 
singular poem, and allows him to debunk the very mythology which upon which his ‘legend’ 
depends. 
 
                                                     
35 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 514. 
36 Quilter, New York School Painters and Poets, 15. 
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If for O’Hara the self is contiguous with the other, so too do the references in many of 
his poems sustain a basic contiguity with each other. Divesting the reader of the security one is 
so culturally primed to expect from the single poetic unit, O’Hara’s poetic references often reach 
backward (into time, to other literary and cultural histories) and across (to other poems in his 
oeuvre, to other artistic disciplines and works). In so doing, they deny the separateness of the past 
from the present and allow meaning to proliferate from an aggregation of connections rather 
than from the words contained in each individual poem. In equal measure, O’Hara’s poetry 
grapples with the anticipatory possibility of being framed as an icon and fragments itself, 
performing a version of the appropriation and abstraction that it necessarily undergoes as it 
moves through history.  
 
‘Yesterday Down at the Canal’  
 
 The disposition nascent in O’Hara’s journal entry works itself out in a poem written two 
years before O’Hara’s death, ‘Yesterday Down at the Canal.’ The poem, addressed to an absent 
‘you,’ purports to be the dramatised occasion of an existential crisis, contained within the 
seemingly stable hermeneutic unit of the poem as marked out on the page. Yet, the poem never 
stays within its frame; the seemingly simple references within it become a hallway of mirrors and 
doors opening out into an ever-expanding radius of association and metonymy. Here is the 
poem, quoted in full: 
 
‘Yesterday Down at the Canal’ 
 
You say that everything is very simple and interesting 
it makes me feel very wistful, like reading a great Russian novel does 
I am terribly bored 
sometimes it is like seeing a bad movie 
other days, more often, it’s like having an acute disease of the kidney 
god knows it has nothing to do with the heart 
nothing to do with people more interesting than myself 
yak yak 
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that’s an amusing thought 
how can anyone be more amusing than oneself 
how can anyone fail to be 
can I borrow your forty-five 
I only need one bullet preferably silver 
if you can’t be interesting at least you can be a legend 
(but I hate all that crap)37 
 
The poem begins with the statement that the addressee (‘you’) says that ‘everything is very 
simple and interesting’; but it soon becomes clear that O’Hara disputes this claim to simplicity, 
even as his linguistic choices remain in a casual register. The sentiment of wistfulness elicited by 
the addressee’s statement is likened to the feeling O’Hara experiences when he reads a ‘great 
Russian novel.’ But this is no mere affect evoked by a literary journey. As O’Hara puts it in 
another poem, ‘Flag Day,’ ‘it seems that everything’s merely a token / of some vast inexplicable 
feeling.’38 So Russia in O’Hara’s poems is always a metonym for a deep nostalgia connected to 
the arts. Indeed, Paul Schmidt writes in ‘Frank’s Russia’ that O’Hara’s ‘particular affinity for 
Russia – a Russia full of snow and tears’ was profound: 
 
Russia and its snow are accompanied by a sense of longing and regret everywhere 
in Frank’s poems, although he was so modern, in Rimbaud’s sense, that you didn’t 
suspect that in him. It was a nostalgia, really – perhaps the only one he had – and 
it was for a Russia beyond his experience. It provided him with a vast homeland 
– or more accurately, I suppose, it gave him a land to be an exile from.39 
 
O’Hara’s wistfulness in the poem, then, is given a context that expands far beyond its nominal 
connection to a Russian novel. For O’Hara, Russia is a semi-mythical place which embodies 
longing – a yearning for an elsewhere that is not circumscribed by the constraints of his 
immediate American environment, but also a self-reflexive melancholy that is connected to his 
sense of what it means to be a poet. Schmidt elaborates on O’Hara’s Russia: 
                                                     
37 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 429-30. Dated 13 August 1961. First published in C 7 (1964), reprinted in Lunch 
Poems. 
38 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 369. Dated 30 August 1960, in MS x4. This poem had two earlier titles: 
‘Vincent’s Birthday’ and ‘Another Birthday.’ 
39 Peter Schmidt, ‘Frank’s Russia,’ in Berkson and LeSueur, 194-5. 
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I think it was music and ballet that outlined its contours. It was a World of Art, 
in any case…it included Russian poets, and so it was not just a matter of sensual 
surfaces, of Fabergé Easter eggs. It was extraordinarily something more – a world 
more profound, more important, more sustaining. Balanchine, Rachmaninoff, 
Scriabin, Mayakovsky and Pasternak were its monumental citizens, all imagined 
as giant statues standing in a silent fall of snow.40 
 
 
The foreign country becomes a state of mind for O’Hara: a vast, romantic, snowbound locale 
where the existential battle of a poet’s role in society is fought with grand gestures.  As Peter 
Stoneley points out in his essay on O’Hara’s deep investment in the culture of France, ‘his desire 
for the foreign and for the journey is a desire for other selves and modes.’41 Europe, like Russia, 
was an imaginative elsewhere upon which to project his unfulfilled desires, and offered the 
possibility of free expression in the arts, which, according to Ashbery, O’Hara ‘instinctively 
needed.’42 Ultimately, this ‘surrender to foreign authority,’ Stoneley writes, ‘is also an assault 
against “home” and against the Anglo-American father figure of Auden.’43 Fillial rebellion for 
O’Hara was an integral part of how he understood his queerness and the newness of his poetry. 
In ‘Biotherm (For Bill Berkson),’ for example, O’Hara quotes the patriarchal disapprobation of 
homosexuality, and then insolently defies it: 
   
                                                     
40 Schmidt, ‘Frank’s Russia,’ 194. 
41 Peter Stoneley, ‘Frank O’Hara and “French in the Pejorative Sense,”’ Journal of Modern Literature 34, no. 
1 (2010): 127.  
42 Ashbery notes in his introduction to O’Hara’s Collected Poems that in America at the time ‘there was 
nothing like a basis for the kind of freedom of expression that Frank instinctively needed. One had to 
look to France, and even there the freedom was as often as not an encouraging sentiment expressed in 
poetry (‘Il faut être absolument modern, plonger au fond du gouffre’) than as a program actually carried out in 
search of new poetic forms. Introduction to the Collected Poems, viii. 
43 Stoneley, ‘Frank O’Hara and “French in the Pejorative Sense,”’ 126. We might include Pound and 
Whitman too, as forebears to whom O’Hara must at once discharge his literary debts and find 
emancipation from. Stoneley argues that for O’Hara ‘travel and foreignness come to serve as necessary 
symbols of a different and “non-approved” order.’ He affirms an argument made by Jeffrey Gray with 
regards to Ashbery, for whom Gray argues travel offers the promise of ‘oral, sexual, and economic 
gratification.’ This, Gray argues, is ‘travel as release from duty, from the law of the father, the patria – 
travel, in other words, as infantile and oedipal, tied to the pleasure principle.’ Jeffrey Gray, Mastery’s End: 
Travel and Postwar American Poetry (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2005), 150. Quoted in Stoneley, 
‘Frank O’Hara and “French in the Pejorative Sense,”’ 128. 
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Better a faggot than a farthead 
Or as fathers have often said to friends of mine 
‘better dead than a dope’ ‘if I thought you were queer I’d kill you’ 
you’d be right to, DAD, daddio, addled annie pad-lark (Brit, 19th C.)44 
 
As Ward comments with regard to these lines, ‘To be gay is immediately to spit in the face of the 
patriarch (‘DAD’), to enclose the word ‘father’ in ‘farthead.’45 
 
Seen within these contexts, O’Hara’s allegiance to, and yearning for, Russia also becomes 
a question of identity and significance, which he clearly grapples with in this poem. ‘How can 
anyone fail to be?’ he asks in line 11, a multifaceted question which, because of its syntactic 
ambiguity, carries different meanings depending on how it is interpreted. If read as a comment 
following on from the previous line, O’Hara seems to be questioning his (entertainment) value, 
ostensibly vacillating between self-confidence (‘how can anyone fail to be more amusing than 
oneself’) and self-doubt (‘how can anyone fail to be’). But the line, taken in isolation, also 
gestures to a deeper existential question: the phrase ‘to be’ also means ‘to exist.’ Here O’Hara 
could be pondering the possibility of being nondescript or forgettable and failing to ‘exist’ 
posthumously; and he immediately rectifies this by deciding that a dramatic suicide can save one 
from obscurity. Pertinently, the phrase ‘to be’ also bears the force of what is perhaps 
Shakespeare’s most well-known line, ‘to be, or not to be: that is the question.’ The phrase comes 
from Hamlet’s soliloquy in Act III Scene 1 of Hamlet, in which he contemplates suicide and 
weighs up whether to live (that is, ‘in the mind to suffer / The slings and arrows of outrageous 
fortune’) or to die (‘to sleep; / No more; and by a sleep to say we end /The heartache and the 
thousand natural shocks / That flesh is heir to’).  
 
                                                     
44 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 436. Dated 26 August 1962–23 January 1962, in MS x110.  
45 Ward, Statutes of Liberty, 51. 
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Thus O’Hara’s question, despite its appearance to the contrary, is laden with deep 
existential anxiety, and permeated with layered references to (literary) suicide. Yet, while he truly 
wrestles with his literary self-image, he never wholly surrenders to this emotional posture either – 
‘(but I hate all this crap),’ he emphasises at the end. He knows the myth of the self-destructive 
poet is an old fiction, and yet he cannot deny its theatrical allure for readers rapacious for morbid 
details. Ironically, this pose, which O’Hara both assumes and simultaneously mocks, is the one 
that haunts his posthumous reputation most relentlessly. It is interesting, of course, that 
Hamlet’s soliloquy has historically given rise to many doubts about whether it is a coy 
performance rather than an anguished soliloquy; does he orate, knowing that he is being watched 
by Claudius and Polonius? O’Hara, a consummate performer, is remarkably sensitive to the 
theatrics of his life and work. By harnessing the ambiguity inherent in Shakespeare’s dramatic 
scene, he brings an element of canny performativity to the poem, which further manifests itself 
through the other layered references in the poem. 
 
In Chapter Four I explored the significance of Pasternak and Mayakovsky for O’Hara’s 
sense of himself as an avant-garde poet, but in this poem it becomes clear how intertwined his 
subjectivity is with the Russian poets, even if they are not explicitly named. Mayakovsky 
famously wrote in his autobiography, ‘I’m a poet. That’s what makes me interesting. That is what 
I write about.’ In ‘Yesterday Down at the Canal,’ the word ‘interesting’ (occurring once in the 
first line and then again when O’Hara says his boredom is ‘nothing to do with people more 
interesting than myself’) thus becomes a trope rather than a mere adjective; it is imbued with an 
intertextual valence that gives it a meaning exceeding the poem’s parameters. In his final use of 
the word in the poem, O’Hara concludes macabrely, as he asks to borrow his friend’s ‘forty-five,’ 
that ‘If you can’t be interesting at least you can be a legend’ – a clear reference to Mayakovsky’s 
suicide, administered with a single bullet shot to the heart. The allusion to Mayakovsky’s death is 
thickened in the sixth line of the poem, when O’Hara exclaims campily, ‘god knows it has 
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nothing to do with the heart’ – although, as becomes increasingly apparent, it has everything to 
do with ‘the heart,’ the heart being a metonym for his sense of literary history pressing upon 
him.  
 
Through its intertextual layers, the poem slowly reveals itself to be an anguished 
rumination on the nature of artistic significance and personal mythology, from which O’Hara’s 
campy interjections and the dissonance between subject matter and poetic tone distract us 
momentarily. Lamenting that he is ‘terribly bored,’ O’Hara seems to be throwing in a trivial 
complaint about the mundaneness of life that plagues him, writing, ‘sometimes it is like seeing a 
bad movie.’ But here we must recall that O’Hara once wrote, in his poem ‘My Heart’: 
 
  I’d have the immediacy of a bad movie, 
  not just a sleeper, but also the big, 
  overproduced first-run kind. I want to be  
  at least as alive as the vulgar.46 
   
The recurring motif of a bad movie here destabilises any value system by which we calibrate 
literary or artistic achievement, for O’Hara torques the cultural connotations of an undesirable 
label and uses it as the central defining characteristic of his poetry – his ‘immediacy.’ Thus 
‘Yesterday Down at the Canal’ undergoes a radical expansion of contexts – it is charged with the 
contemplation of what it means to be ‘interesting,’ how a poet can retain ‘immediacy’ and keep 
his poetry ‘at least as alive as the vulgar.’ And underlying all of this, as in many of O’Hara’s 
poems, throbs the acute sense of temporality and death, with which O’Hara intertwines the 
demands of the cultural role of the avant-garde poet, as he trifles with the narrative of the self-
destructive hero-Poet. 
 
                                                     
46 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 231. Dated 1 November 1955, in MS 247. First published in Paris Review 49 
(Summer 1970). 
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 The seeming simplicity of this poem (‘everything is very simple and interesting,’ the first 
line reminds us, before destabilising this very statement) and its conversational cadences pays 
tribute to O’Hara’s signature tone of intimacy. However, the reductio ad absurdum of this technique 
belies the complexity of O’Hara’s emotional posturing, which reveals itself when the semantic 
and syntactic choices in this poem are considered. The poet begins by speaking as himself (‘it 
makes me feel very wistful,’ ‘I am terribly bored,’ ‘nothing to do with people more interesting 
than myself’); but as the poem progresses, he quickly moves on to speaking about himself (‘how 
can anyone be more amusing than oneself’); ‘if you can’t be interesting at least you can be a 
legend’). Over the course of the poem, therefore, O’Hara ostensibly becomes a character in 
something like the ‘great Russian novel’ that he speaks of at the start of the poem. Just as he 
famously dons different guises in other poems such as ‘In Memory of My Feelings’ and ‘Second 
Avenue,’ he performs this theatricality – albeit a more subtle version of it – in ‘Yesterday Down 
at the Canal.’ He inhabits different storylines on different days, sometimes seemingly low brow 
(‘some days it is like seeing a bad movie’); but other times self-consciously grandiose (‘other days, 
more often, it’s like having an acute disease of the kidney’). In the first instance he becomes a 
‘terribly bored’ aesthete, a modern connoisseur of the sub-par cinematic arts; in the second, he 
plays the role of one of many well-known artistic or literary personalities who died of kidney 
failure, such as Ludwig van Beethoven, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, or Emily Dickinson. O’Hara 
self-reflexively works through different dramatic poses, simultaneously playing the overarching 
role of the effervescent, capricious diva trying on these various cultural costumes. None of these 
performances is given monopoly, or elevation. Instead, all roles are urged into cohabitation with 
each other and the poet becomes just as likely to take on one as he is the other. As Wayne 
Koestenbaum puts it, one of O’Hara’s classic poetic stances is as an ‘excited aesthete,’ who 
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revels in disavowing ‘the lachrymose burden of cathexis, of caring. (The dandy, whether Wilde or 
Warhol, must prove that he doesn’t care.)’47  
 
O’Hara’s renunciation of over-seriousness and self-importance is reaffirmed when we are 
suddenly confronted with ‘yak yak’ in the middle of the poem, the repetition of an irrational 
onomatopoeic word, typically used to denote speech which is boring and thus easily dismissed, 
or speech without meaningful content – or quite simply, as it is termed in communication 
theory, ‘noise.’ But noise, as Perloff argues in her aforementioned book Radical Artifice, is far 
from being a mere obstacle to the clarity of a message, or an interruption within a system. 
Drawing from Michel Serres’ theorising on the nature and function of noise, she argues that 
what we deem to be noise can in fact be essential to a poetics that is predicated on radical 
artifice:  
 
Noise as unanticipated excess, as sirens’ song – the phenomenon has always, of 
course, been with us. But given the complex electronic modes of communication 
that now exist, the possibility increases that what is received differs from what 
was sent…. In this sense, what the Russian Formalists called ostranenie (‘making 
strange’) increasingly becomes a function of the actual dissemination of the 
message, its sender not being equivalent to its original producer and its receiver 
hence playing a greater role in the processing of the text.48 
 
 
                                                     
47 Wayne Koestenbaum, ‘“Oh! Kangaroos, sequins, chocolate sodas!”: Frank O’Hara’s Excitement,’ 
Poets.org, 3 November 2011. 
48 Perloff, Radical Artifice, 16. For a rigorous defence of noise, see Marie Thompson’s article ‘Productive 
Parasites; Thinking of Noise as Affect,’ which argues for the concept of noise as affect. Her theory 
eschews moralist dichotomies regarding noise, asserting that the ‘ubiquity and inevitability of noise’ 
endows it with a radical potential. She writes: 
 
the openness of noise as affect, its lack of specificity regarding sources, origins and 
objects, and its lack of commitment in saying what noise is or is not, is to some degree in 
keeping with the Spinozan spirit: how can we say what noise is when we know not yet what 
noise can do? ‘Productive Parasites: Thinking of Noise as Affect,’ Cultural Studies Review 
18(3): December 2012, 32. 
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The elevation of the function of noise means that typically dichotomised relations – between 
order and chaos (noise as unwanted sonic chaos, music or rational speech as ordered sound), 
inside and outside, important and marginal, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ – are broken down. O’Hara’s 
deliberate insertion of ‘noise’ as a visible sign into the poem makes explicit his embrace of this 
transgressive aesthetic – which, as we already know, is consistent with the rest of his oeuvre. The 
use of ‘yak yak’ deploys unexpected humour to deflate the kind of Poundian gravitas and 
pomposity that American poets at mid-century felt pressure to emulate. In his interview with 
Edward Lucie-Smith, O’Hara openly disdains precisely this strain of self-importance in poets 
such as Charles Olson, commenting that Olson is ‘extremely conscious of the Pound heritage 
and of saying the important utterance, which one cannot always summon up and indeed is not 
particularly desirable most of the time.’49   
 
Thus the emotional and cultural stakes are high in ‘Yesterday Down at the Canal,’ but 
O’Hara creates a disjunction between the text and context of the poem that deliberately 
undercuts its tension and reiterates his mythology as the light-hearted poet camping it up. The 
ostensibly off-hand reference to suicide, with its queeny, diva-like request for the bullet to be 
‘preferably silver,’ generates a perturbing sense of morbid humour which leaves us within the 
crisis, rather than offering the solace of the poet having transcended the issue. There is no 
resolution or terminus, and no detached philosophical vantage point from which the poet can 
offer commentary spoken by a coherent self. The final line of the poem, a parenthetical dismissal 
of all issues using a scatological reference, only serves to leave the reader with a sense of 
incompleteness. ‘(But I hate all this crap),’ O’Hara declares at the end, in a deliberate textual 
gesture designed to direct the reader back again to the issues discussed in the poem in order to 
find out what ‘this crap’ refers to. Of course, the poet also resumes his own identity at the end, 
                                                     
49 Frank O’Hara, ‘Interview with Edward Lucie-Smith,’ Standing Still and Walking in New York, 13. 
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speaking in the first person as he did at the start of the poem. The poem thus circles around and 
folds back onto itself; the end of the poem denies the reader closure, even as the text itself (by 
virtue of being the final line in the poem as marked out on the page) beckons the reader to 
endow it with the status of stable summation. If the ‘narrative’ arc of a typical poem seeks to 
provide a denouement and a sense that the poem as a unit has been rounded out by its 
conclusion, O’Hara’s use of a parenthesis here also works on another level of deconstruction by 
according a moment of textual privilege to what is usually deemed incidental and supplementary 
to the main text. In this manner, he destabilises the semantic hierarchy of the poem, and affirms 
the importance of the marginal. The drama of the avant-garde poet, his existential crisis, and the 
haunting of the poetic subjectivity by an older Russian poet – these are gathered up within the 
parentheses as ‘all this crap’ and dismissed in a seemingly petulant statement. O’Hara is quite 
evidently posturing (just as he plays the part of the coquettish, theatrical poet asking to borrow a 
pistol and insisting on a silver bullet), but the deployment of humour allows him to parody the 
over-seriousness and self-inflation that was paraded by many poets seeking to produce Poetry 
and become a ‘legend.’ 
 
Through my tracing of the etiology of O’Hara’s use of the word ‘interesting’ in 
‘Yesterday Down at the Canal,’ the poem has undergone a radical shifting of scale, and become 
suffused with significances that exceed the boundaries of the poem as a hermeneutic unit. They 
manifest O’Hara’s consciousness of the mechanics of mythologisation, but they also 
demonstrate that fictions and myths necessarily structure the self, which refuses to stay bound 
within its imposed demarcations. The transgressive nature of the subject and its radical 
permeability is, of course, the only kind of ‘self’ O’Hara is willing to affirm – albeit tentatively 
and always with contingencies – in his poetry. In similar manner, the poetic unit is never 
exclusively contained within its beginning and ending as textually inscribed. For O’Hara, 
beginnings and endings are artificially constructed and, to borrow Watkin’s terms, ‘the reification 
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of the apotheosis is undercut’ in much of O’Hara’s poetry.50 Indeed, we are reminded that all 
these sentiments and dispositions are subject to change at the drop of a hat: the poem is titled 
‘Yesterday Down at the Canal,’ indicating that this is a literary construction or performance of a 
moment already past. The feelings captured in the poem are what O’Hara felt yesterday – that is, 
not today – and for a poet as mercurial as he, there is no guarantee that these sentiments remain 
today. The poem thus also becomes an engine for nostalgia, a way for O’Hara to comment on 
our overdetermined, mediated access to history and mythology. On a meta-textual level, the 
poem functions hauntingly as a prolepsis of O’Hara’s tragically early death and the 
mythologisation that would inevitably circumscribe his legacy. 
 
‘Meditations in an Emergency’ 
 
There is one more intellectual excursion which ‘Yesterday Down at the Canal’ compels, 
and it comes by way of the word ‘legend.’ Like O’Hara’s use of the word ‘interesting,’ his 
deployment of the word ‘legend’ connotes the poet’s acute awareness about the way mythology 
is in part self-constructed – if not through his works, the suicidal poet would achieve legendary 
status by his self-inflicted death. But ‘legend’ also echoes its use in his earlier poem, ‘Meditations 
in an Emergency’ – ironically one of O’Hara’s most famous poems for its de-contextualised use 
in the television series Mad Men. Cognizant of how the construction and expression of the self is 
predicated upon mythology and narrative, O’Hara, as Breslin suggests, ‘rejects the idea that we 
can shed all myths and abstractions to become, at last, free persons.’ 51 Having himself employed 
this appropriation of cultural and literary history in his own poetry, O’Hara had an uncanny 
prescience about being (re-)mythologised, and his poems extracted and abstracted. In 
‘Meditations in an Emergency,’ he begins the poem with these questions: ‘Am I to become 
                                                     
50 Watkin, In the Process of Poetry, 170. 
51 Breslin, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ 229. 
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profligate as if I was a blonde? Or religious as if I were French?’ As is common in many of 
O’Hara’s poems, these lines provide a microcosmic expression of the concerns that the poet 
tackles across his oeuvre. He tries on several guises and roles, aware that each one requires the 
reprise of familiar cultural assumptions and stereotypes.  
 
Written as a response to the end of a love affair, the poem presents a proliferation of 
postures, emotions, exclamations and ruminations, all of them so theatrical and contradictory 
that they only seem to confirm his assertion in the poem that ‘It is more important to affirm the 
least sincere.’ And yet, amid the restive turbulence of each fleeting thought and emotion 
rendered, there emerge certain flashpoints of consistency which seem to reiterate his 
preoccupations in other poems. ‘Meditations in an Emergency’ rightly demands rich analysis and 
commentary, but in this conclusion I want focus especially on O’Hara’s consciousness of being 
mythologised, particularly in the following passages from the poem. In these passages we find 
the word ‘legend,’ which is cathected again in ‘Yesterday Down at the Canal,’ and which, carrying 
the import of its context in ‘Meditations in an Emergency,’ becomes the securing link between 
O’Hara’s ontological preoccupations and his poiesis of seduction. 
 
St Serapion, I wrap myself in the robes of your whiteness which is like midnight 
in Dostoyevsky. How am I to become a legend, my dear? I’ve tried love, but that 
hides you in the bosom of another and I am always springing forth from it like 
the lotus – the ecstasy of always bursting forth! (but one must not be distracted 
by it!) or like a hyacinth, ‘to keep the filth of life away,’ yes there, even in the 
heart, where the filth is pumped in and slanders and pollutes and determines. I 
will my will, though I may become famous for a mysterious vacancy in that 
department, that greenhouse. 
 
 Destroy yourself, if you don’t know! 
 
It is easy to be beautiful; it is difficult to appear so. I admire you, beloved, for the 
trap you’ve set. It’s like a final chapter that no one reads because the plot is 
over.52 
                                                     
52 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 197-8. Dated 25 June 1954, in MS 315, which contains the earlier title 
‘Meditations on Re-Emergent Occasions.’ 
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The line often quoted from this passage is O’Hara’s self-derisive, gently mocking 
question, ‘How am I to become a legend, my dear?’ But it is in the preceding line that the depth 
of O’Hara’s reference to the process of becoming a legend is rendered most clearly. Saint 
Serapion, whom O’Hara invokes at the start of this passage, was the young Englishman Peter 
Serapion who joined the Mercedarians, a new order of Spanish monks who had sacrificially 
pledged themselves as ransom for Christians who had been held captive by the Muslim Moors in 
North Africa. After attempting to establish a monastery in England, Serapion was captured in 
Scotland by English pirates and subsequently tortured to death. A history of the Mercedarians 
states that the young monk was bound hand and foot to a crucifix, beaten, disembowelled, and 
finally had his neck partially severed, so that it hung gruesomely to the side as he died.  
 
 
 Figure 20. Francisco de Zurbarán, The Matrydom of Saint Serapion, 
1628.53 
                                                     
53 Francisco de Zurbarán, The Matrydom of Saint Serapion, 120 x 103 cm, oil on canvas, Wadsworth 
Atheneum, Hartford, CT. 
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O’Hara’s reference, however, is not to the historical figure himself, but to a 1628 oil 
painting by the Spanish artist Francisco de Zurbarán, in which the bloody scene of martyrdom is 
transmuted into a serene image of sacrifice and silence. Serapion’s white robes, which O’Hara 
likens to ‘midnight in Dostoevsky,’ take centre stage in Zurbarán’s composition. They are 
rendered in a stunning tenebrist style reminiscent of Caravaggio, and with their intense contrast 
between light and dark, serve to imbue the human Serapion with the touch of divinity. What is 
so arresting about the painting is the way in which the striking realism of the martyr’s face 
(bearing subtle clues to the violence preceding this scene) is juxtaposed against the seeming 
serenity captured here. The art historian Mary Tompkins Lewis writes, ‘Zurbarán paints not the 
blood and mayhem of martyrdom but a silent sacrificial icon built on the belief that painting and 
religious meditation could be two sides of the same coin.’54 She eloquently describes how 
‘Zurbarán makes even the smallest signs of the saint’s humanity utterly irrefutable,’ but this 
unequivocal mortality is thrown into sharper relief when it is considered alongside the 
magnificently painted robes, which ascribe an incandescent divinity to the monk:  
 
Zurbarán saves his most virtuoso display of painting, however, for the coarse 
cloth of the monk’s radiant white robes, which the poet Frank O’Hara 
memorably likened to ‘midnight in Dostoyevsky.’ They cloak his shattered body 
in chiselled, cascading folds, beautifully captured in broad strokes of paint and 
deeply shadowed furrows, and gently cradle his head in the habit’s encircling 
cowl. But they also play with our perception of depth, and suspend the saint in a 
magical space that is both tangibly near and utterly inaccessible.55 
 
 Given this historical background, O’Hara’s choice of Saint Serapion as a figure from 
whom he borrows robes to cloak himself, is striking. It is a knowingly theatrical posture of 
victimhood, but it also carries with it all the multilayered valence of Zurbarán’s artwork. As 
Lewis emphasises, the martyr’s robes give the painting its power, transforming it from a 
                                                     
54 Mary Tomkins Lewis, ‘Silent Sacrifice,’ Wall Street Journal, 23 December 2011. 
55 Lewis, ‘Silent Sacrifice.’ 
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representational rendition of the narrative of suffering into a metaphorical icon of sacrifice. 
Therefore, when O’Hara deliberately invokes the painting rather than the real historical figure, 
he is intentionally cloaking himself in a skilful display of artistic talent and asking if that will 
make him a legend. It is, simultaneously, a gesture of mimesis in which O’Hara self-reflexively 
turns himself into an artwork, which is in turn like literature.56 Likening the ‘robes of whiteness’ 
to ‘midnight in Dostoevsky,’ he describes Zurbarán’s painting in terms of epic literature: history 
is artistically re-narrativised, and then described using yet another layer of reference. The 
ekphrasis is both an allusion to the intricate way in which history is itself constructed, and a 
gesture displaying O’Hara’s awareness of our convoluted relationship to ‘reality.’ It is particularly 
noteworthy that Serapion’s robes are, of course, entirely a work of the artist’s imagination, a 
form of re-mythologising that erases the grisly reality of martyrdom. By repurposing the 
narrative of murder, Zurbarán’s painting endows the monk’s death with divine purpose, 
literalising the process of iconisation. O’Hara’s reference to Saint Serapion’s robes can effectively 
be read as a metonym for (re-)mythologisation, but it also incorporates a cultural narrative of 
sacrifice which could be seen as parallel to the grandiose self-sacrifice of the poète maudit.  
 
 O’Hara asks, then: 
 
How am I to become a legend, my dear? I’ve tried love, but that hides you in the 
bosom of another and I am always springing forth from it like the lotus – the 
ecstasy of always bursting forth! (but one must not be distracted by it!) or like a 
hyacinth… 
 
The poet fluctuates between believing that he could be the creator of his own legend, and 
conceding that he could also become a ‘victim’ of mythology, his life and death appropriated for 
                                                     
56 As I have demonstrated earlier in this thesis, the trope of borrowing a cloak or garment is, for O’Hara, 
a gesture related to how he negotiates poetic tradition and his relation to his literary forebears. In 
‘Memorial Day 1950,’ for example, he writes, ‘I dress in oilcloth and read music / by Guillaume 
Apollinaire’s candelabra’; and in ‘In Memory of My Feelings,’ the poetic persona ‘wraps himself in the 
burnoose of memories against the heat of life.’ O’Hara, Collected Poems, 18, 225. 
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another’s artwork or fiction. ‘I will my will, though I may become famous for a mysterious 
vacancy in that department, that greenhouse,’ he recognises. O’Hara might actively assert his will 
to become legendary in a certain way, but he may well attain mythological status for a reason 
entirely out of the jurisdiction of his own will. He emphasises that remaining ‘framed’ as a 
particular icon is entirely inimical to him, his defiance of consistency bringing him immense 
ecstasy: ‘I am always springing forth from it like the lotus – the ecstasy of always bursting forth!’  
 
Significantly, despite consistently ‘bursting forth’ from the trammels of old fictions and 
myths, O’Hara escapes only to assume the roles of two more mythological figures. He likens 
himself to the lotus, and then to the hyacinth – both of which are associated with mythological 
beings. The lotus, strongly associated with the Buddha, is symbolic of purity, self-regeneration 
and rebirth in Buddhism.57 The hyacinth, linked to the Greek myth of Hyacinthus, likewise has 
connotations of rebirth.58 O’Hara’s choice of these two flowers to describe himself, heavily laden 
as they are with myth and symbolism, is compelling. It gestures toward his sense of never being 
able to fully evade the ramifications of myth; he might slip out from the constraints of one 
narrative, only to realise that his self, and his poem, have been invaded by yet another past figure. 
At the same time, both the lotus and the hyacinth are emblematic of the cyclical nature of life 
and death, and speak of the ways in which one life can metamorphosise or be reincarnated into 
another. O’Hara might die a mortal’s death, but his death becomes the fertile site for yet more 
(textual) regeneration, just as Hyacinthus’ blood was transformed into a new breed of flower. 
                                                     
57 Despite its roots growing in muddy water, the lotus flower blossoms on long stalks, its petals repelling 
water by allowing water droplets to slide easily off it. It is a symbol of detachment from the murky waters 
of desire and attachment, analogous to the human being who has attained enlightenment and cannot be 
tainted by the murky waters of passion.  
58 Greek mythology has it that the god Apollo and the beautiful Spartan prince Hyacinthus were lovers. 
In a competition to see who could throw the discus the farthest, Apollo accidentally launches his discus 
into Hyacinthus, killing him. Distraught, Apollo cradles the body of Hyacinthus, wishing that he could 
become a mortal and join his lover in death. As Hyacinthus’s blood soaks the ground, a new flower – the 
hyacinth – springs forth. 
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O’Hara is aware, of course, that he has no control over the ways in which this ‘rebirth’ occurs – 
although he might ‘will my will,’ mythologisation may occur in ways that are contrary to all he 
intends. 
 
While the use of these two symbolic flowers alludes strongly to one of O’Hara’s most 
persistent themes, regeneration, the similarities between them end there. Indeed, the 
juxtaposition between the two elucidates yet another layer of significance for the poem. O’Hara 
offers the lotus and the hyacinth as two similes for his understanding of himself; but the lotus, 
which represents purity and abnegation of desire as the pinnacle of virtue, could not be further 
from the celebration of homoerotic desire that the myth of Hyacinthus and Apollo evokes. As a 
homosexual man living in mid-century New York, O’Hara has ‘tried love,’ but he realises that he 
is not free to be himself even when he has ‘sprung forth’ from being cloistered. He thus puts on 
two more guises, the extreme contrast between the two articulating the poet’s unresolved sense 
of self, even as he exuberantly revels in ‘the ecstasy of always bursting forth’ that consistently 
demarcates his legend. There is an element of self-doubt and self-abjection that complicates the 
emotional texture of this portion of ‘Meditations in an Emergency,’ manifest in O’Hara’s allusion 
yet again to filth and dirt: ‘“to keep the filth of life away,” yes, there, even in the heart, where the 
filth is pumped in and slanders and pollutes and determines.’59 The connection drawn between 
dirt and the myth involving tragic love between two males echoes O’Hara’s use of ‘dirt’ as both 
desirable and detestable, as I have argued in Chapter Three. But here, despite characterising the 
matters of the (queer) heart as the ‘filth of life,’ the poet does not simply wallow in the shame 
imposed upon him by his culture. Instead, the Hyacinthus myth also hints at a tenacious rebirth 
that defies death and stems from memory and poetry – Apollo vows to reincarnate his lover 
through poetry and a new flower. So too, O’Hara’s love, demarcated as marginal and 
                                                     
59 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 197. 
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unsanctioned by the hegemonic demands of culture, is given vitality and reanimation through his 
poetry. 
 
These layers of meaning are often not apparent upon first reading, for O’Hara structures 
his poems with the seduction of excitement – ‘the ecstasy of always bursting forth!’ – rendered 
with remarkable deftness. Indeed, he laments, ‘It is easy to be beautiful; it is difficult to appear 
so…. It’s like a final chapter that no one reads because the plot is over.’ This statement might 
seem like another campy, trite throwaway line, but it captures quite accurately the way in which 
O’Hara has been mythologised: the artistry with which he renders a poetic self is often not read 
or acknowledged, because the easy beauty of his personality adumbrates it. Self-consciously 
acknowledging the schism between reality and appearances (or between ‘art’ and ‘life’), O’Hara 
deliberately occupies the gap between the two. He poses, and then self-consciously retreats from 
his own image; he ‘will(s) his will’ to create a self and then he declares, ‘Destroy yourself’; ‘I am 
the least difficult of men,’ he proclaims, and then immediately turns back on himself and 
intentionally asks for the impossible: ‘All I want is boundless love.’ In all of this, there is no 
unified poetic self with which to ground such a wildly fluctuating experience of emotion. O’Hara 
operates, as Breslin puts it, ‘in a world of proliferating likenesses, but not identities’: the 
compulsive use of similes (‘as if I were a blonde,’ ‘My eyes are vague blue, like the sky, and 
change all the time,’ ‘I am always springing forth from it like the lotus… or like a hyacinth’) 
emphasises the slippage or difference between O’Hara and each guise that he dons.60 
     
As has been evident throughout this thesis, many aspects of O’Hara’s poetics only reveal 
themselves upon subsequent readings, and often only when several different poems are read in 
conjunction with each other. His poetry manifests a distinct curatorial instinct, which operates in 
                                                     
60 Breslin, ‘Frank O’Hara,’ 241. 
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a poetic economy that rewards the careful and assiduous reader of his work. O’Hara was 
famously disinclined to collect his poems into any sort of publication, and he was also reluctant 
to reduce his poetics to a singular statement of poetics. In his ‘Statement for Paterson Society,’ 
O’Hara admits that ‘it is very difficult for me to write a statement for Paterson, much as I would 
find it agreeable to do so.’ He explains: 
   
… I can’t think of any more than one poem at a time, so I would end up with a 
‘poetics’ based on one of my poems which any other poem of mine would 
completely contradict except for certain affections or habits of speech they might 
include. So that would be of no use for general readers, and misleading for 
anyone who had already read any of my poems.61 
 
O’Hara recognises that the only thing consistent across his poetry are the qualities of fluidity, 
variousness and movement, and as such, the only way for him to construct a ‘poetics’ is to 
disavow one. This is perhaps why he found it so challenging to offer an ‘O’Hara sampler’ of 
sorts for publication, for it would necessarily be a misrepresentation of his own poetic principles, 
as the reception of Lunch Poems has indeed established.  
 
The recent deployment of Meditations in an Emergency in Mad Men demonstrates a re-
textualising of O’Hara’s poetry in ways that he certainly did not intend, but that uncannily reflect 
his own poetic impulse to fragment and excerpt his work. O’Hara’s 1957 poetry collection, 
Meditations in an Emergency, makes a recurring appearance in the second season of Mad Men, and 
becomes what Kate Lilley terms a ‘talismanic phrase and object’: 
 
Pressed into service as Matthew Weiner’s valentine to his returning viewers, the 
circulation and citation of the book across the season, through different diegetic 
and extradiegetic levels, aligns poetry, advertising and quality serial television as 
textual modes intent, above all, on creating attachment through feeling. In 
particular, Weiner uses Meditations as a way of foregrounding the show’s appeal to 
a skilful, faithful viewer or reader.62 
                                                     
61 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 510. 
62 Kate Lilley, ‘Meditations on Emergent Occasions: Mad Men, Donald Draper and Frank O’Hara,’ 
Cultural Studies Review 18, no.2 (September 2012): 301. 
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The book first appears when the male protagonist, Don Draper, sees a dapper young man 
reading it in a bar. He subsequently buys his own copy, which travels, over the season, to 
another city and into the hands of a woman named Anna Draper. Don inscribes the book 
(‘Made me think of you – D’) and sends it off, but its recipient and its final destination remain 
undisclosed within the diegesis of the show, until the penultimate episode of the season.63 In this 
manner, the book of poetry serves as a crucial linking device for the plot of the show, a token of 
longing that is only recognisable to the viewer who has sustained a connection to the series. This 
is arguably the kind of intimacy that O’Hara’s poetry trades in – the lyric address becomes what 
Lilley terms the ‘valentine’ fundamental to nurturing the ‘I, you’ relationship between the 
viewer/reader and the director/poet.64 As I have argued with relation to ‘Yesterday Down at the 
Canal,’ the references within O’Hara’s poems necessitate scrupulous attention, both to his other 
works and to history in all its attendant forms. Considering O’Hara’s rich and complex 
relationship to film, Mark Goble argues that in O’Hara’s work ‘reference itself is never taken for 
granted’:  
 
It is always mediated, refracted through other registers of signification and other 
means of representation. O’Hara assumes no direct access to ‘history’ but makes 
use of its abundant and dislocated significations within modern life, the ongoing 
play of images that constitute the sort of historical spectacle commonly said to 
have replaced ‘whatever it was that allowed people to think that certain materials 
were intrinsically significant and fit material for serious artistic exploration,’ as 
Altieri puts it…65 
 
                                                     
63 The recipient of the book is revealed to be Anna Draper, the widow of the real Donald Draper, the 
man from whose identity Don Draper/ Dick Whitman assumes during the Korean War.  
64 Lilley, ‘Meditations on Emergent Occasions,’ 301. 
65 Mark Goble, ‘“Our Country’s Black and White Past”: Film and the Figures of History in Frank 
O’Hara,’ American Literature 71, no. 1 (March 1999): 77-78; Charles Altieri, Enlarging the Temple: New 
Directions in American Poetry during the 1960’s (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1979), 109. 
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By compelling attention to the everyday object (like a book of poetry), O’Hara’s poetry, like 
Weiner’s show, enacts a reversal of the kind of hierarchy that Poetry or High Art (‘intrinsically 
significant and fit material for serious artistic exploration’) seems to demand.  
 
Intriguingly, as the metonym for affect within the show, Meditations also plays the same 
role for which O’Hara himself deployed Reverdy’s poetry in ‘A Step Away from Them.’ In the 
poem he writes: 
   
A glass of papaya juice 
 and back to work. My heart is in my 
 pocket, it is Poems by Pierre Reverdy.66 
 
The tokenising use of poetry as material object and referent to signify our complicated 
relationship with desire and history gestures to O’Hara’s pressing awareness of the ways in which 
genuine affect can become transmuted into an object of culture, ripe for manipulation and 
redaction. Lilley suggests that ‘rereading, perhaps even rewriting, is a desired response to a series 
like Mad Men, and a practice thematised within the show.’ Explicating this structure of 
compulsive return to the show’s history, she writes: 
 
This model of textual apprehension attributes value both to the object of this 
repeated attention – the text is worth it, and will repay with interest the time and 
thought invested in it – and to the practice of rereading as a way of repossessing 
the text across time, forwards and backwards.67 
 
This observation is, of course, entirely congruent with O’Hara’s poetics, which both models the 
art of ‘repossessing the text across time, forwards and backwards’ (through his own intertextual 
and metatextual appropriations of literary and cultural history), and anticipates this happening to 
his work.  
                                                     
66 O’Hara, Collected Poems, 258. 
67 Lilley, ‘Meditations on Emergent Occasions,’ 305. 
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O’Hara’s poetry has itself undergone a curation entirely separate from his own intention. 
His poems have been selected and used by later generations – both in pop culture and as a staple 
of the liberal arts diet fed to university students. The recent sighting of Jennifer Lawrence 
carrying what was ostensibly a particularly thick copy of O’Hara’s Lunch Poems, but which turned 
out to be a $1500 hand-embroidered Olympia Le Tan clutch, would undoubtedly have prompted 
great amusement from O’Hara. As Epstein’s blog post makes clear, people were confused as to 
why Lawrence’s copy of the thin volume seemed so much bulkier than usual.68 After a period of 
confusion, the truth about the ‘phony’ book emerged, revealing a dynamics of exclusivity that is 
also at play in the first appearance of Meditations in an Emergency in Mad Men. (When Draper sees a 
young, artsy looking man reading the book in a bar, he asks, ‘Is it good?’; to which the stranger 
replies coolly, ‘I don’t think you’d like it.’) In both these occurrences we see the collision of 
commerce, literature (and in Lawrence’s case, high fashion); the artificiality of cultural capital; 
and the use of poetry as a bifurcating object with which to differentiate the culturally literate 
from the uninitiated (and perhaps the sheer contrivance of the boundary between the two) – all 
tropes, themes and motifs of which O’Hara used, self-consciously and ironically, both to bolster 
his own mythology as a bio-icon and undermine it at the same time.  
 
The book of poems masquerading as a clutch ironically reflects O’Hara’s own poetic 
trope in ‘A Step Away From Them,’ as earlier mentioned. The poetry book as vade mecum is in 
O’Hara’s poetry one of many vehicles through which he knowingly performs the role of the 
literary man about town; it gestures self-reflexively – and also self-mockingly – to the 
constructedness of one’s image as a visual sign. But poetry as a literal object is also, as Stoneley 
argues, a placeholder for desire and fulfilment – or, in Lacanian terminology, the petit objet a: it 
                                                     
68 Andrew Epstein, ‘Jennifer Lawrence and Frank O’Hara: From Hunger Games to Lunch Poems,’ The 
New York School Poets (blog), 27 August 2018.  
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represents an intangible longing or lack which prompts a quest for fulfilment. The specific 
tokens in O’Hara’s poems, whether they are a book of French poetry or, as in ‘Personal Poem,’ a 
coin and a bolt-head, ‘serve local recuperative ends’ by acting as an amulet against immense grief 
or as lucky charms against the violence of life.69 But, as Stoneley points out: 
 
… they also allegorise the process of poetry, which is that of creating a 
momentary holding-place, of making a ‘little object’ that will stand in for and 
evoke all that will and must escape him.70  
 
 
In ‘A Step Away From Them,’ O’Hara’s final trope reminds us that the poem is a literary 
construct, entirely separate from the reality it seeks to portray with so much immediacy. In one 
sense, then, the ‘real’ life rendered with so much verve in O’Hara’s poetry becomes the lacking 
object that we as readers constantly seek in O’Hara’s poetry. The book of poetry, masquerading 
as O’Hara’s ‘heart,’ can also be read as an encompassing trope for O’Hara’s modus operandi as I 
have outlined in this thesis. He promises his heart, but delivers instead a slickly bound cultural 
object, a curated publication of created moments designed to charm his readers into thinking he 
has fulfilled his promise. As Silverberg also perspicaciously notes, the poems are not written by 
O’Hara but by another poet, who, despite being admired and emulated by O’Hara, is 
nevertheless still not O’Hara: ‘This last gesture (the sudden introduction of Reverdy) stages yet 
                                                     
69 In ‘Personal Poem,’ O’Hara writes: 
 
 Now when I walk around at lunchtime 
 I have only two charms in my pocket 
 an old Roman coin Mike Kanemitsu gave me 
 and a bolt-head that broke off a packing case 
 when I was in Madrid the others never 
 brought me too much luck though they did 
 help keep me in New York against coercion 
 but now I’m happy for a time and interested. 
 
O’Hara, Collected Poems, 335. Dated 27 August 1959, in MS x4107. First published in Yügen 6, 1960; 
reprinted in The Beat Scene (New York, 1960) and Lunch Poems (1964). 
70 Stoneley, ‘Frank O’Hara and “French in the Pejorative Sense,” 139. 
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another level of deferral by a poet who is always hiding in plain sight.’71 The unexpected 
metaphor (his heart is in his pocket instead of being worn on his sleeve, for example), sustained 
by a bathetic image instead of a soaring apotheosis of self-realization or conclusion, is one of 
O’Hara’s favourite lexical moves and a fitting trope with which to conclude this thesis. In many 
ways, Lawrence’s satirical flaunting of ‘poetry’ which has been transmuted into a ridiculously 
overpriced cultural object (and the ensuing confusion it caused her fans) would have elicited a 
wry smile from O’Hara, who has himself managed to pull off a cultural hoodwinking of his own 
with remarkable sophistication.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 21. Paparazzi shot of Jennifer Lawrence carrying her 
Lunch Poems purse on 26 August 2018. 
 
 
                                                     
71 Silverberg, Between Radical Art and Radical Chic, 104. 
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